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Kenya’s arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs) have continued to experience chronic and 
persistent food crises despite the efforts made by governmental and non-governmental 
organizations to address the problem. Inappropriate policies and poor approaches have partly 
been blamed for this persistence.  This study therefore seeks to examine how food insecurity 
is conceptualized within policy documents, the perceived causes and solutions, and potential 
drawbacks of such perceptions.  The study adopts a political ecology framework within 
which Ellis’ (2000) rural livelihood approach and Sen’s (1981) entitlement thesis are used to 
analyze selected government policy documents and related reports.  A brief historical 
overview of the political, social and economic history of the ASALs situates the issue in a 
temporal context and shows how colonial policies set the stage for the marginalization of 
these regions, a process that has been perpetuated in different ways by subsequent 
postcolonial regimes.  A textual analysis of policy documents reveals contradictions and 
inconsistencies within and across the documents on key policy issues such as the effects of 
market liberalization on food security.  Furthermore, the spatio-temporal nature of food 
insecurity in the ASALs poses a unique challenge which has not been adequately addressed 
by the policies.  The findings of this study are relevant to food security and food policy 
studies, and rural livelihoods and emphasize the need to incorporate contextual differences as 
well as harmonizing the different policies to effectively address the chronic and persistent 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Despite the major strides made in food production technology, food insecurity 
continues to be a major challenge for many developing countries.  According to the Food and 
Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) report on The State of Food Insecurity in the World 2006, 
no progress has been made towards the 1996 World Food Summit (WFS) target of halving 
the number of undernourished people by 20151.  This goal was revised in the first United 
Nations Millennium Development Goal (MDG), which targeted to halve the proportion of 
people who suffer from hunger between 1990 and 2015  (UN 2006; FAO 2006).  While the 
WFS goal seems ambitious considering population increase, the MDG goal might actually be 
realized in some developing countries in certain regions like East Asia.  However the 
situation is getting worse in most of sub-Saharan Africa.   This region has the highest 
prevalence of undernourishment, with one in three people deprived of access to sufficient 
food (FAO 2006, Clover 2003, Braun 2007).    Some of the causes for this persistent decline 
are droughts, floods, civil conflicts, structural poverty and the HIV/Aids pandemic 
(Ugwuanyi and Obinne 1998; Braun et al 1992; Tshirley and Weber 1994; Clover 2003).   
The 1996 Rome Declaration on World Food Security defined that:  
Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access 
to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences 
for an active and healthy life.  (FAO 1996, 4) 
 
The ability of a country to attain food security entails issues of availability, accessibility and 
affordability.  These issues encompass a wide range of economic, social and political factors 
both at national and international levels (Clover 2003) and hence they tend to be complex.  
Consequently, effective solutions must encompass all these dimensions.  Furthermore, 
                                                          
1 The World Food Summit in 1996 established the target of halving the number of undernourished by no later 
than 2015.  The baseline period for the target was 1990 – 1992 in which 823 million people were 
undernourished. 
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emergent issues such as climate change and globalization further compound efforts to attain 
food security, especially for developing countries. 
Both climate change and globalization have differential yet related impacts 
throughout the world (O’Brien and Leichenko 2005; Johnston et al 2000).  Africa is expected 
to experience marked reductions in food production and increases in the risk of hunger as a 
result of climate change (Parry et al, 1999; Gregory et al 2005; Easterling & Apps 2005; 
Lobell et al 2008).  The ability to cope with these changes is expected to create a new 
challenge to attaining food security especially among the poor due to their limited coping 
strategies (Gregory et al 2005; Braun 2007).  While there seems to be a consensus on the 
effect of climate change on global food production, the effect of globalization on food 
security continues to evoke debate.  Proponents argue that liberalization policies driven by 
the globalization discourse have increased access to better and cheaper food (de Haen 2001; 
FAO 1996), while its opponents argue that the forces of globalization in fact endanger food 
security by undermining the ability of national governments to protect their populations’ 
health and nutritional status (Lang 1996; Young 2004).  Whichever way one may choose to 
look at these issues, the reality is that governments have to redefine the way they design their 
policies in order to keep up with the dynamics of globalization, climate change and other 
related global processes. 
Like many other developing countries, Kenya’s food situation has undergone major 
setbacks in the past three decades leading to over dependence on food aid and substantial 
increase in food imports (Kiriro 2003; Gitu 2004; ROK 2005).  Poor and unreliable rains 
have resulted in a decline in food production, especially maize, the staple food for most 
Kenyan communities. The pastoral and agropastoral communities living in the arid and semi 
arid lands (ASAL) regions are the most affected by these crises. Between 2003 and 2006, 
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many parts of the ASAL experienced inadequate rainfall, resulting in serious food insecurity 
with the number of people affected rising from 1 million in 2003 to 3.5 million in 2005/2006 
(ROK 2006).   Ironically, the country’s maize production during the 2005/2006 year was 33 
million bags, against a consumption of 32 million bags (Ibid).   Despite this high food 
production in the country, many regions particularly in the ASAL areas faced severe food 
shortages while many households became food insecure.  Such scenarios raise a lot of 
questions on the country’s policies for ensuring food security for all.   
The study seeks to examine how food insecurity is conceptualized within policy 
documents, the perceived causes and solutions and potential drawbacks of such perceptions.  
The state is seen as a major actor in defining food outcomes in every part of the country and 
it is assumed that government actions are to a large extent guided by the stipulated policies.  
The specific objectives for this study therefore are: 
i. To highlight how state policies portray the food problem in the ASAL areas. 
ii. To identify the proposed measures/solutions for addressing the problem and how 
appropriate they are. 
iii.  To compare policy stipulations among different policy documents  
iv. To highlight any shortcomings of state policy in addressing the persistent food 
crises in the ASAls. 
The following three research questions are used as a guide in examining the policies: 
i. What is  the nature and extent of the food crisis in the ASAL areas as described 
by policy documents? 
ii. What are the documented causes of food insecurity in the ASAL areas? 
iii. What steps are being /have been taken to address the crisis and how appropriate 
are they? 
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This study adopts a political ecology framework within which Ellis’ (2000) rural 
livelihood approach and Sen’s (1981) entitlement thesis are used to interrogate selected 
government policy documents and other reports on the persistent food crises in Kenya’s 
ASAL areas.  Watts (2000) defines political ecology as seeking to “understand the complex 
relations between nature and society through a careful analysis of what one might call the 
forms of access and control over resources and their implications to environmental health and 
sustainable livelihoods” (p. 257).   To this end, political ecologists “follow a mode of 
explanation that evaluates the influence of variables acting at a number of scales, each nested 
within another, with local decisions influenced by regional policies, which in turn are 
directed by global politics and economics” (Robbins 2004, p.11).  In line with this definition, 
this study seeks to use this approach in evaluating how Kenyan state policies, which are 
largely influenced by global politics and economics, influence food outcomes for marginal 
communities in a fragile ecology.  It is maintained in this study that food insecurity in the 
ASALs is not just an ecological problem but that at its core are political and economic issues.  
Ellis (2000) rural livelihood approach is used to identify links between state policies and 
unsustainable livelihoods in the ASALs. 
Ellis (2000) defines livelihoods as “comprising of assets (natural, physical, human, 
financial and social capital), the activities, and the access to these (mediated by institutions 
and social relations) that together determine the living gained by the individual or household” 
(p. 10).  This study seeks to understand how the policies outlined by the state as a political 
institution would mediate (or impede) this process.  Finally, Amartya Sen’s (1981) 
“entitlement thesis” is used to analyze how individual/household/regional access to food may 
be facilitated or compromised by state policy.  Sen defines “entitlements” as the set of 
alternative commodity bundles that a person can command in society using the totality of 
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rights and opportunities that he or she faces (Sen 1984, p. 497). According to this approach, 
“a person’s ability to command food depends on the entitlement relations that govern 
possession and use in that society.  It depends on what he owns, what exchange possibilities 
are offered to him, what is given to him free and what is taken away from him” (Sen 1981, 
pp. 154 – 5).  A cross cutting theme that runs through these three approaches is access to 
productive resources and the subsequent outcome of such access or lack of it.  
Aspects of these three approaches are used to inform the textual analysis of selected 
policies on food security in the ASALs in Kenya.   Textual analysis is a method that involves 
critical analysis to uncover alternative meanings from the texts through the identification of 
self-contradictions, essentialist assumptions, absences, the existence of multiple voices, 
metaphors, taken-for-granted constructions and rhetorical devices (Forbes 2000).   By 
carefully examining policy documents and related reports, this study highlights the 
shortcomings of Kenya’s food policy in addressing food insecurity in the ASAL areas. 
This thesis is arranged in 8 chapters.  Chapter 2 is a discussion and synthesis of the 
conceptual frameworks that is adopted for this analysis.  The discussion focuses on the 
central theme of access to productive resources and the subsequent effect on food security in 
the ASAL areas.  Political ecology provides the tools for identifying the various political and 
economic factors that inhibit livelihood and food security.  The rural livelihood approach 
offers tools for understanding the breakdown of livelihood systems in the ASAL and 
subsequent implications to food security.  With its focus on differential access, the 
entitlement thesis provides analytic tools for understanding the nature of food insecurity in 
the ASALs.    
Chapter 3 is a geographical, socioeconomic and ecological description of Kenya with 
specific focus on the ASAL areas. The chapter also includes a discussion on the persistent 
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food crises in the area.  In chapter 4, the methods used in this study are described.  The 
documents that were analyzed are briefly described as well as the steps that were taken in the 
analysis.  Chapter 5 is a historical and contextual overview of the political and socio-
economic issues affecting livelihood and food security in the ASAL areas.  The discussion 
emphasizes the fact that the marginalization of ASAL communities, which began during the 
colonial era, set the stage for the persistent food crises experienced in the area today.  The 
results of the analysis and the discussion are presented in chapters 6 and 7 respectively along 
the major themes identified: the nature of food insecurity in the ASALs, food production and 
access, and food aid/relief.  The results show that the spatio-temporal nature of food 
insecurity in the ASAL areas is not adequately taken into consideration in the policies.  
Consequently, policies such as market liberalization, which are detrimental to ASAL food 
security, are adopted, effectively sustaining the marginalization process.        
The findings of this study are relevant to the fields of food security studies, political 
ecology and rural livelihoods by highlighting why state policies have not effectively 
addressed the persistent problem of food insecurity in Kenya’s ASAL areas.   These findings 
emphasize the need to incorporate contextual differences in policies as opposed to having 
overarching policies that treat ASAL areas homogenously.   At the global level, this study is 
an indication of the differential impact of global processes like globalization and global 
climate change, which need to be taken into account when designing policies for addressing 
food insecurity in the developing countries.  More critically, this study underscores the 
necessity of the state to redefine its role in the wake of such global processes so that it is 
more effective in addressing the needs of those who are marginalized by these processes. 
Such a move is critical if the first MDG and WFS targets are to be realized.  
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CHAPTER 2: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Introduction 
This study adopts Amartya Sen’s (1981) entitlement thesis and Frank Ellis’ (2000) 
livelihood approach within a broader political ecology framework.  Both the entitlement 
approach and the livelihood approach emphasize the importance of access to resources as a 
critical factor that shapes the food outcomes of rural livelihoods.  The political ecology 
framework, while seeking to reveal the interplay between politics, economy and ecological 
outcomes and the subsequent effect on livelihoods, also stresses the effect of this interplay on 
access to productive resources by communities.  This chapter reviews literature on political 
ecology, Frank Ellis’ (2000) rural livelihood approach and Amartya Sen’s entitlement 
approach and demonstrates how this framework is appropriate in interrogating policies on 
food security. 
 
2.1 Political ecology  
The term political ecology defies a single standard definition.  Since the 1970s, the 
scope and definition of this subfield has evolved and diversified (Robbins 2004).  Political 
ecology has roots in various academic disciplines such as anthropology, environmental 
science, cultural ecology, political science and geography. Given the varied ways in which 
these fields approach research, it has become increasingly difficult to narrow the subfield.  
According to Johnston et al (2000), the term “political ecology” first emerged in the 1970s in 
a variety of intellectual contexts employed by journalist Alexander Cockburn, anthropologist 
Eric Wolf, and environmental scientist Graheme Beakhurst, as a covering term to describe 
the many ways in which environmental concerns were politicized in the wake of the 
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environmentalist movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s (Johnston et al 2000).  Over 
the years, different scholars have used the term to mean different things.  Some definitions 
stress political economy, while others point to more formal political institutions; some 
identify environmental change while others emphasize narratives or stories about that change 
(Robbins 2004; Page 2003; Blaikie and Brookefield 1987; Escobar 1999; Bryant and Bailey 
1997; Bryant 1998). The link between politics and human-environment relations remains a 
key aspect of all these definitions.  Campbell (1999) noted that broad parameters of political 
ecology emphasize that socio-economic change results from interactions among and between 
economic, social and political processes and the physical environment. 
In addition to the varied definitions of political ecology, the subfield has undergone a 
number of phases since its inception, with each phase focusing on specific concerns and 
adopting different approaches.  During its initial phase from the late 1970s to the mid 1980s, 
political ecologists used a neo Marxist approach to interrogate dominant narratives such as 
neo-Malthusianism.  Neo-Malthusians believe that growing human populations in the 
developing world pose a dangerous threat to the environment and if unchecked, would 
inevitably exhaust food supplies, a claim that was refuted by neo-Marxists who blamed 
dwindling food supply on capitalistic tendencies (Robbins 2004).  Nonetheless, neo- 
Malthusian views still permeate and influence policies on environmental management and 
food security.   
 The second phase of political ecology emerged in the late 1980s and sought to 
employ a more complex analysis of how power relations mediate human environment 
interaction.  More recently, political ecology has drawn from poststructuralism and discourse 
theory to map out ways in which knowledge and power may interrelate so as to mediate 
politico-ecological outcomes (Bryant and Bailey 1997).  This poststructuralist approach 
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entails a discursive analysis of the objects of political ecology (Escobar 1996) and questions 
powerful scientific, formal and state sponsored knowledge, which has controlled and 
impoverished so many people (Blaikie 1999).  Its concern is the instability of many of the 
categories we usually take for granted including self, truth and knowledge (Robbins 2004) 
and relations of power as articulated through discourse (Mackenzie 2003).  It involves an 
understanding of how scientific accounts, government documents and local stories about 
social and environmental conditions are formed and made powerful by state institutions, 
media companies, experts etc.  This approach seeks the underlying meanings of dominant 
discourses that influence the public, decision makers and planners (Robbins 2004). 
Access and control over productive resources is also a major focus for political 
ecologists.  Michael Watts (2000) stated that the focus of political ecology is to understand 
the complex relations between nature and society through careful analysis of the forms of 
access and control over resources and their implications for health and sustainable 
livelihoods. Political ecologists agree that the environmental problems facing the third world 
are not simply a reflection of policy or market failures but a manifestation of broader 
political and economic forces associated with the worldwide spread of capitalism (Bryant and 
Bailey 1997).  Hence, political ecologists seek to expose flaws in dominant approaches to the 
environment favored by corporate, state and international authorities, working to demonstrate 
the undesirable impacts of policies and market conditions especially from a viewpoint of 
local people, marginal groups and vulnerable populations (Robbins 2004).  Widely held 
notions that are used to explain environmental problems in the developing world are often 
challenged.  The type of solutions that are offered for these problems are also questioned for 
their assertion that superior environmental knowledge originates from the global north for 
transfer to the global south.  
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However, some critics of political ecology have questioned the coherence of this 
approach in addressing environmental concerns.  For instance, Vayda and Walters (1999) 
critique political ecology for choosing to privilege political and political-economic events in 
certain ways such as attributing special causal significance to these factors and not admitting 
that sometimes other factors are or may be more important.   They offer an alternative 
approach, event ecology that involves a careful appraisal of actual environmental changes 
without privileging political factors.  It remains to be seen whether this approach can replace 
political ecology.  In the meantime, the latter continues to gain popularity among social 
scientists.  Other critics like Walker (2006), on the other hand, challenge political ecologists 
to endeavor to go beyond academic debates and make an impact in applied policy.  The first 
step to such involvement requires an engagement with policy of the kind that this study 
endeavors to do. 
 
2.2 The entitlement approach 
In his groundbreaking  “entitlement approach”, Amartya Sen (1981) introduced a new 
dimension in food security studies by explaining the differential impacts of famine on 
different population groups, how famine could occur amidst plenty and how the normal 
functioning of markets could also cause famine.  The ability of individuals to access 
available food is key in determining whether or not they become food insecure.  His research 
showed that famines have occurred even with the presence of plenty of food because people 
have differential access to that food which is determined by their individual entitlements.  An 
entitlement approach, he maintained, concentrates on the ability of people to command food 
through legal means available in the society including the use of production possibilities, 
trade opportunities, entitlements vis a vis the state and other methods of acquiring food.   
 10
Sen took issue with the conventional view that famines result from dramatic reduction in the 
overall food resources available in one region.  Citing examples from the Bengali, Ethiopian, 
Bangladeshi and Sahelian famines, Sen demonstrated that the food availability decline model 
had serious flaws and could be misleading.    While food availability addresses the issue of 
how much food is available in the economy, direct entitlement deals with each food grower’s 
output of food, which he is entitled to consume directly.  Food availability is just one of the 
aspects that determine entitlement to food.   
 Sen’s approach has four components to it: trade based entitlement, production based 
entitlement, own-labor entitlement and inheritance/transfer entitlement.  Trade based 
entitlements, also referred to as exchange entitlements are obtained by trading something one 
owns with a willing party.  Production based entitlements, also referred to as direct 
entitlements are obtained as a result of own production using one’s own resources or hired 
resources from willing parties.  Own –labor entitlements are whereby one is entitled to one’s 
own labor power and hence to the trade based and production based fruits of one’s own 
labor. Inheritance and transfer entitlements occur whereby one is entitled to own what is 
given willingly by another who legitimately owns that which is given (Sen 1981, 2).   An 
example of transfer entitlement in Kenya’s ASAL areas is the distribution of food aid and 
food relief to households who are experiencing production based and trade entitlement 
failures.    Both direct entitlement and trade entitlement failures can occur simultaneously in 
communities that produce a commodity that is consumed directly and also exchanged for 
other food.  For instance in the ASAL areas in Kenya, livestock are reared both for trade and 
consumption, hence a decline in livestock production causes both direct and trade entitlement 
failures.  Sen’s approach explains why some regions, households or individuals starve while 
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others do not and hence is a good tool for analyzing differential access such as is evident in 
ASAL areas in Kenya. 
While Sen’s approach is important in understanding food crises, some of its critics 
argue that it fails to account for the temporal and political dimensions of such crises while 
others argue that this approach concentrates on proximate causes such as market prices 
without addressing the underlying causes (Devereux 1993).  This study addresses some these 
shortcomings by using Sen’s approach alongside the rural livelihood approach within a 
broader political ecology framework. 
 
 
2.3 The rural livelihood approach  
 
Frank Ellis (2000) defined livelihoods as “comprising the assets (natural, physical, 
human, financial and social capital), the activities, and the access to this (mediated by 
institutions and social relations) that together determine the living gained by individuals or 
households” (p. 10).  Ellis’ framework for livelihood analysis begins with assets that 
households own or control and which enable members to undertake production, engage in 
labor markets or participate in reciprocal exchanges with other households.   These are 
similar to the “entitlements” in Sen’s approach.  Assets may be in the form of natural capital 
(such as land), physical capital (such as access to infrastructure), human capital (such as 
education and good health), financial capital (such as stocks or bonds), and social capital 
(such as membership to social groups).    Assets are transformed into livelihood systems 
through mediating processes.   
Ellis described rural livelihoods as being diverse and dynamic.   The ways in which 
rural people obtain their livelihoods are dictated by the physical and human environments 
and are subject to constant change.   The process through which assets are translated into 
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livelihood strategies is determined by contextual social, economic and policy considerations.  
The result is that rural livelihoods are highly diversified.  Rural livelihood diversification is 
the process by which rural households construct an increasingly diverse portfolio of activities 
and assets in order to survive and to improve their standard of living.   A diverse portfolio of 
activities contributes to the security of a rural livelihood because it improves its long – run 
resilience in the face of adverse trends or sudden shocks.   Policies determine the broad 
economic, social and political context in which livelihood decisions are made and the 
opportunities for diversification.  Ellis proposes a “livelihood criterion” that should be used 
in formulating policies and projects for poverty reduction.  This criterion needs to take into 
account the location of the target population, the assets at their disposal, opportunities for 
substitution and the options available (pp.237 – 8).  This study maintains that livelihood 
security is a necessary for food security hence policies that compromise livelihoods also 
affect food security. 
 
Synthesis of Conceptual Framework 
Livelihood sustainability and security are necessary preconditions for household and 
individual food security.  Food entitlement is compromised when livelihoods disintegrate and 
hence the two are closely intertwined.  A cross-cutting theme in these two approaches is 
access to productive resources as it is mediated by the interaction between social, economic 
political and ecological factors.  Political ecology therefore offers a framework in which an 
analysis of policies (as products of political institutions) and how they affect access to 
productive resources can be done (Fig. 2.1).  In this study, access to productive resources is 
conceptualized as being at the center of the dynamic relationship between state policies and 
food security.  State policies not only have a direct impact on the food entitlements of 
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different regions, communities or individuals but also to a large extent determine the 
access/control that they have over different forms of capital.  Consequently, food 
security/insecurity is conceptualized as being a direct outcome of the effect of state policies 
and also an indirect outcome of these policies on livelihoods and entitlements. 
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Fig. 2.1:  Political ecology and food security 
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2.5 Food policy issues in Kenya. 
  Food crises occasioned by ecological disasters are not new in Kenya.  In the past one 
century or so, Kenya is reported to have experienced close to 20 major droughts with varying 
magnitudes and spatial concentration (Bates 2005; Campbell 1999; FEWS NET 2006).  
However, Bates (2005) observed that not all these droughts led to famines.   So how and 
when does a drought degenerate into a famine?   
In his analysis of the droughts and food crisis affecting Kenya in 1979-80 and 1984-
85, Bates (2005) concluded that “food shortages were not the inevitable physical 
consequence of shortfalls in rain.  Rather, the transition from drought to famine is mediated 
by public institutions” (p.115).  Public institutions whose responsibility was to regulate the 
maize marketing system engaged in questionable activities, which contributed to the 
degenerating of drought into the social outcome of famine (Ibid.). These observations are not 
only indications of policy failure but also show that appropriate policy can delimit the effects 
of drought on food security. 
Food policy encompasses the collective efforts of governments to influence the 
decision making by food producers, food consumers and food marketing agents in order to 
further social objectives (Timmer, et al 1983).  Food policies seek to steer production 
technologies and incentives, food distribution and domestic and international markets.  In 
centrally controlled governments, they determine who produces and markets food, who gets 
it, and at what price.  Other more specific policy decisions include whether, or how much, the 
state should emphasize production for export, for domestic consumption, and for subsistence 
living.  Under certain conditions, state food policies emphasizing capital intensive production 
technologies to serve international markets and earn much needed foreign exchange may 
have unfortunate human consequences (Tullis & Ladd 1986).    In practice, policies that 
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might assure an adequate food supply and those that might enhance economic growth often 
prove incompatible.  In developing countries, governments tend to allocate credit to cash 
crop, export-oriented, large scale agricultural producers at the expense of small farmers.  It is 
important to note that the 2005/2006 Kenyan food crisis occurred at a time when economists 
were reporting booming economic growth with a 5% GDP growth in 2005, the highest in 
over one and a half decades, (ACORD 2006).    
 The fact that policy failures are a major cause of food crises in Kenya raises concerns 
over the nature of these policies.  It is important therefore to understand how food security is 
perceived and addressed in policy documents.  According to Moorehead and Wolmer (2003), 
neo-Malthusianism has been highly influential in policy circles and the popular opinion held 
by the global north on the food situation in sub Saharan Africa.  This opinion, which 
attributes recurrent food crises in this region to accelerated growth in population, has highly 
influenced the policy solutions such as the need to curtail population growth rates, and 
substantial increases in food supply often through intensification of large scale agriculture.   
Before 1981, Kenya did not have a national food policy.  Instead, pursuance of 
broader policies within the agricultural sector was expected to spur agricultural growth, 
which was in turn expected to translate into household food security (Omiti and Irungu 
2002).  Sessional Paper No. 4 of 1981 was therefore the country’s first food policy whose 
major objective was to ensure adequate supply of food to all.  This policy was reviewed in 
1994 to promote a market economy but on a limited scope (ROK 2006).  However, chronic 
food insecurity continues to be a major challenge and this has prompted the current 
government to review this policy once again.    What remains to be seen is how this new 
policy is different from the previous ones and how appropriate it is in addressing food 
insecurity in Kenya and especially among the vulnerable groups in the ASAL areas.  
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Kenya, like most developing countries has come to resort to food aid as a solution to 
the persistent food crises.  Many consider the flow of food aid to Sub-Saharan Africa as a 
practice that is detrimental to attaining a more sustainable solution to food insecurity on the 
continent.  Reliance on food aid compromises the ability to mobilize internal resources 
toward food security, thus entrenching poverty (Suresh 2001) and weakening strategies for 
self reliance (Oba 1992).  Why then do governments retain food policies that have proved 
ineffective?  Okolie (2003) argued that food policies for most developing countries are 
guided by a development discourse that reifies western knowledge at the expense of local 
indigenous knowledge.   Maxwell (1996) also suggested the need to have policy that gives 
priority to providing households and individuals with choices, which contribute to self 
determination and autonomy in developing livelihood strategies.  Policies need to take into 
account contextual differences, hence it should not be expected that there can be a single best 
solution that will work in a highly heterogeneous context such as the one presented in the 
ASAL regions in Kenya. 
 
Summary 
Although food crises are often linked to ecological events like droughts and floods, it 
is obvious that state policies play a critical role in defining the extent and magnitude of this 
link.  State policies play a pivotal role in determining food outcomes.  State perceptions on 
the nature and causes of food insecurity dictate the kind of proscribed solutions and 
subsequent food outcomes.  Policies are also the blueprint (even though sometimes they are 
never implemented well) for government actions and dictate the resources that are directed 
towards any given cause and the access that the targeted group has over the necessary 
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resources for sustainable livelihood and food security.  An analysis of these policies could 
illuminate some of their shortcomings and possible reasons why these policies have failed.   
Using a framework that has access to resources as its focus helps to understand the 
various ways in which policy facilitates or limits food security.   The use of the holistic 
political ecology approach in the analysis is critical in revealing the ways in which policies 
have hindered access to productive resources causing livelihood disintegration and 
entitlement failure.  This approach is also bound to identify some of the power relations that 
may be reflected in conflicting perceptions, discourses and knowledge claims about food 
insecurity in the marginal areas.   A political ecology approach to this analysis therefore 
seeks to identify contentious issues inherent in policies and which may compromise 
pursuance of food security as a goal.  It also seeks to highlight contradictions and 
inconsistencies within and across policies, which may fully or partially compromise the 
implementation of these policies. 
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CHAPTER 3: STUDY AREA: ASAL AREAS OF KENYA 
 
3.1 Introduction 
The Republic of Kenya lies astride the equator in eastern Africa with a coastline of 
about 1,000 km on the Indian Ocean.  The country is bordered to the northeast by Somalia, to 
the north by Ethiopia and Sudan, to the west by Uganda and to the south-east by Tanzania, 
(AQUASTAT 2005). The total country surface area is 582,647 sq. km, with 569,297 sq. km 
of land and 13,350 sq. km of open water. Aridity, sparse population and scarcity of road 
transport links characterize the northern and northeastern regions of the country, which 
comprise of 60% of the country’s surface area.  Although the country lies on the equator, 
variations in altitude provide a wide range of climatic conditions. Rainfall distribution is 
bimodal with long rains falling from March to May and short rains from October to 
November.   Average annual rainfall is 630mm with a variation from less than 200mm in 
northern Kenya to over 1800mm on the slopes of Mt. Kenya (Ibid) 
 Kenya is divided into seventy-two administrative districts of which eleven are 
classified as arid, nineteen are semi arid and another six as those with high annual rainfall, 
but with pockets of arid and semi-arid conditions (see Table3.1; Republic of Kenya (RoK) 
2005).  Arid districts are characterized by high ambient temperatures and, in most of them, 
evapo-transpiration rates are more than twice the annual rainfall, which ranges from 150mm 
to 450mm (RoK 2005; FAO 2004).  These areas are mainly inhabited by pastoralists and 
agro pastoralists communities.  Semi- arid districts on the other hand have higher annual 
rainfall of between 500mm and 850mm and are able to support some rain fed agriculture. 
Table 3.1 shows the classification of different ASAL districts based on the degree of aridity. 
Less than 20% of Kenya’s land area is considered high to medium potential with adequate 
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and reliable rainfall, while the remaining 80% is arid and semi-arid lands (Kiriro 2003; see 
Figure 3.1). 
Table 3.1 ASAL districts Classified by extent of aridity 
Category    Districts   %Total ASAL 
A. 100% ASAL Turkana, Moyale, Marsabit, Isiolo,     62% 
   Wajir, Mandera, Garissa, Ijara  
B. 85 – 99%  Kitui, Makueni, Tana River, Taita Taveta,  25% 
   Kajiado, Samburu 
C. 50 – 84%  Machakos, Mwingi, Mbeere, Tharaka, Laikipia, 8% 
   West Pokot, Kwale, Kilifi, Baringo, Meru North 
D. 30 – 49%  Lamu, Narok, Transmara, Malindi, Keiyo  3% 
   Marakwet 
E. 10 – 29%  Nyeri (Kieni), Rachuonyo, Suba, Kuria,   2% 
   Thika, Koibatek 
Source: RoK 2005, (National Policy for the sustainable development of arid and semi arid 
lands) 
 According to the 1999 Kenya National Census, 9.86 million people (approximately 
34% of the country’s population) live in the ASAL areas with the population density varying 
from 2 people per square kilometer in Marsabit to 329 people per square kilometer in Thika 
District (RoK 2005).  This population is on the rise due to natural growth and in migration 
from densely populated areas. Physical capital such as infrastructure in these areas is, 
however, limited or poor developed due to years of government neglect (RoK 2005).  Lack 
of well developed social amenities such as school and health facilities mean that human 
capital in these areas is not well developed.  However, occupying over 80% of Kenya’s land 
mass, the ASAL areas are rich in varied species of flora and fauna despite the poor rainfall.   
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Fig. 3.1: Location of ASAL regions in Kenya 
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3.2 Livelihood systems in the ASALs 
 The two dominant livelihood systems in Kenya’s ASAL areas are pastoralism and 
agropastoralism.  Pastoralist production systems are defined as those in which 50% or more 
of the household gross revenue comes from livestock or livestock related activities.  Some 
pastoralist communities are nomadic while others are sedentary.  In the recent past, however, 
most pastoralist communities are shifting to agropastoralism as a way of responding to socio-
economic changes.  Agropastoralist communities, like the pastoralists, own large herds of 
livestock but also have permanent crop fields close to their homesteads which are tended by 
the women while the men move with the herds in search of pasture.  Some of the 
communities that live near lakes and rivers engage in fishing.   Many more ASAL 
populations living around urban centers are also turning to petty trade to supplement their 
incomes (ROK 2005). 
 
3.3 Agriculture in Kenya 
 Since independence, Kenya has relied heavily on the agricultural sector as the base 
for economic growth, employment and foreign exchange generation (FAO 2004; ROK 
2002).  The sector directly contributes about 26% to the GDP and a further 27% towards 
providing  raw materials to the manufacturing sector,  thus stimulating large indirect growth 
effects in non-farm incomes and employment (ROK 2005; ROK 2002, ).  Agriculture 
employs 75% of the labor force, provides raw materials for the agro-based manufacturing 
industries and accounts for about 45% of the government revenue (Gitu 2004; AQUASTAT 
2005).  However, the sector’s contribution to the GDP has been declining over the years from 
35% in 1964 to 26% in 2004.  Among the reasons cited for this decline are decreasing farm 
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sizes, inadequate use of appropriate technology, unreliable rainfall, poor marketing 
infrastructure, limited access to credit, and high costs of farm inputs (ROK 2002).   
 Kenya’s agricultural production can be classified into five major categories; cereals, 
traditional food crops, industrial crops, export crops and livestock.  Cereals produced include 
maize, wheat and rice.   Maize, which is the primary food for the majority of Kenyans, is the 
most important cereal cultivated on 1.5 million hectares of land (Gitu 2004, ROK 2002; FAO 
2004) with the average maize yield being about 5 tons per hectare. Traditional food crops 
include pulses, roots and tubers, millet and sorghum while industrial crops include sugar, 
pyrethrum, cotton, tobacco and sisal.  Of the export crops, tea is the leading export 
commodity, generating almost 20% of total export earnings (ROK 2002; FAO 2004).  Coffee 
production has declined significantly from 129,000 tonnes in 1987 to 95,000 tonnes in 2000.  
Declining world coffee prices, high input costs and erratic weather are some of the causes of 
this decline.   
 The horticulture industry is emerging as an important earner of foreign exchange after 
tea and tourism. The principal horticultural exports are cut flowers, French beans, garden 
peas, mangoes, avocadoes, processed and fresh pineapples and “Asian vegetables” (FAO 
2004).  The agricultural sector in Kenya is mainly characterized by smallholder mixed 
farming.  Smallholders account for over 65% of the total agricultural output (Gitu 2004).  
Small scale farmers produce over 70% of maize, 65% of coffee, 50% of tea, 80% of milk, 
and 70% of beef and related products.  Agricultural production is carried out on farms 
averaging 2-3 hectares mainly for subsistence and commercial purposes.    
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3.4 Food insecurity in the ASAL regions of Kenya 
Kenya’s ASAL areas are home to various pastoral and agro pastoral communities (see 
Fig. 3.1 & 3.2).  Pastoral communities are some of the most marginalized communities in 
Africa.  Marginal communities are those that are at the fringes of social power, with little 
bargaining strength in the market and little force in the political process (Robbins 2004).  
These communities are cut off from participation in the political process and from access to 
important social and economic infrastructure (Wisner1978; ROK 2005).  Pastoral 
communities depend largely on livestock for their livelihood and making them increasingly 
dependent on market exchange for acquiring staple cereals.  Consequently, this makes them 
extremely vulnerable during droughts when the livestock die and cereal prices rise due to 
high demand.   In some cases, conflicts between different ethnic groups over resource use are 
partly blamed for the lack of a clear definition of resource tenure rights and these conflicts 
have implications on the food situation (Oba 2001).  Bassett (1988) noted that when there is 
conflict over resources, the group that exerts more political power would predominate. 
In Kenya, the role played by livestock raiding (where communities invade their 
neighbors to steal their livestock) in contributing to famine among pastoral communities has 
increased (Hendrickson, et al 1998; Oxfam 2006; Hogg 1987; Osamba 2000).  Raiding of 
traditional enemies is a means of expanding grazing lands, gaining access to new water 
resources and an economic strategy for self restocking and improving social status by 
acquiring livestock from defeated enemies (Oba 1992). The government has been unable to 
effectively deal with this situation, which has been compounded by the fact that some of the 
raiders cross the national borders and take refuge in the neighboring countries.  Worse still, 
the civil strife in neighboring countries like Ethiopia, Sudan, Uganda and Somalia has 
increased the availability of illegal firearms which are now being used in these raids (Oba 
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1992).  While the direct impacts of raiding on livelihood security can be devastating, the 
threat of raids and measures taken to cope with this uncertainty undermine the herders’ 
livelihood strategies and consequently affect food security in these communities.  
The high levels of poverty in these regions, coupled with fragile ecosystems make 
these communities extremely vulnerable to food shortages. Walker (1989) defined famine as 
a socio-economic process that causes the accelerated destitution of the most vulnerable, 
marginal, and least powerful groups in the community to a point where they can no longer 
maintain a sustainable livelihood as a group. In most situations, drought-triggered famines 
are caused by the inability to cope with the drought at the individual, household, community, 
or national level.  In recent years, famines have increasingly been seen as “acts of man”, 
where either markets or transport infrastructure are insufficiently developed to redistribute 
food from surplus to deficit areas or food is deliberately prevented from moving into areas 
that need it because of government policies, economic forces or war.  Consequently, it may 
be argued that no famine can be attributed solely to a “shock” such as drought; underlying 
factors such as political, demographic, and socioeconomic processes make people vulnerable 
to natural disasters or economic and political crises (Devereux 2003).   Braun et. al. (1992) 
pointed out that famine risk is a function of market and production failure as well as 
institutional and policy failure.  Weather and climate have always been convenient 
scapegoats yet abundance of food can and does exist alongside famine even during periods of 
intense hazards (Clover 2003). 
Most of the communities in ASAL areas have been neglected by the government 
mainly due to inadequate representation, hence issues that affect them adversely such as food 
insecurity do not receive sufficient attention and action (Omiti & Irungu 2002; ROK 2004).  
In many cases, government intervention in life threatening situations such as famines comes 
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too late, after a lot of damage has already been done (Bates 2005).    In some cases, food 
relief efforts coordinated by the government have not targeted those who need it.  Instead, it 
has been used as a political tool to reward those communities that allegedly support the 
government and punish those who do not.    During his 24 year tenure in office, President 
Moi made it clear that those who did not support him did so at their own peril.  Through his 
famous campaign slogan “Siasa mbaya maisha mbaya” (Bad politics; bad life), the president 
implied that national resources were only allocated to those communities that supported his 
government.   Bates (2005) gives detailed accounts of how the governments of Jomo 
Kenyatta and Moi used food crises to gain political support. This was effectively done 
through the use of government structures to withhold stocks of maize and release it only to 
whomever they willed and not necessarily those who needed it most. It is also no secret that 
importation of food during times of crisis is a reserve of the rich and powerful, who 
subsequently determine who has access to the food. Devereux (2003) argues that while the 
problems facing African agriculture might be regarded as economic in origin and amenable 
to economic solutions, the problem of famine is political in origin and requires political 




While describing the characteristics that define the ASAL areas in Kenya, this chapter 
has reinforced the argument that while the ecology in the ASAL areas may be fragile, 
political and economic factors have made significant contribution to the increasing food 
insecurity in these areas.  The interplay between politics and economics have been crucial in 
defining the way communities in these areas navigate (or failed to navigate) a fragile ecology 
 26
as they seek to make a living.   Declining food insecurity is one of the major manifestations 
of these interrelationships.   The role of state policies is central to this dynamic relationship 
and hence their analysis can shed some light on why food insecurity continues to persist.
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CHAPTER 4: METHODS 
 
Introduction 
This chapter discusses the methods that were used in this study.  This analysis was 
done in two steps.  The first step involved an extensive review of literature on the political, 
economic and social history of the ASAL areas in Kenya.  This step was deemed necessary 
as it not only placed the current situation in a temporal context but it also shed light on the 
past role of state policies in shaping food outcomes in this area.  The analysis shows how 
ASAL communities became marginalized over time due to decreasing social, political and 
economic power as a result of state policies. This historical overview is presented in Chapter 
5. 
 The second step involved a textual analysis of a number of selected printed materials 
that contain key information on the food security in the ASAL areas.  Aitken (2005) defines 
texts as any written material that occupies anything from a newspaper to a volume sitting on 
the shelf in the library.  Over the past three decades, however, the term has been used to refer 
to other forms of cultural production such as paintings, maps and landscapes.  Various 
government reports and documents were obtained from the Kenya Government Printer in 
Nairobi and from Kenya government departmental websites.  Other key reports were 
accessed from the World Food Program (WFP) and Famine Early Warning Systems (FEWS) 
websites.   
Textual analysis is a method that involves critical analysis to uncover alternative 
meanings from the texts through the identification of self contradictions, essentialist 
assumptions, absences, the existence of multiple voices, metaphors, taken-for-granted 
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constructions and rhetorical devices (Forbes 2000).   In using this approach, the researcher 
seeks to uncover the subtle and implied messages that are embedded in the texts and which in 
this case would compromise food security in the ASAL regions.  Texts influence how people 
see the world and how they act in it (Silverman 2001) and in this case, this study aims at 
highlighting the kind of influence that the various documents have on the public’s perception 
of food insecurity in the ASALs areas.  One major advantage of using texts is that the data is 
readily accessible.   The use of various documents from different sources provided different 
perspectives on the food situation and made possible comparisons of statements from the 
different sources.   This is critical in identifying contradictions, inconsistencies and 
contentious claims that may compromise the ability to fully implement the stipulated 
policies. 
 
4.1 Data Collection  
Several key documents were identified and obtained from different sources for 
analysis.  These documents included Government of Kenya (GOK) reports/documents, 
World Food Program Emergency reports and United States Agency for International 
Development’s Famine Early Warning reports.  The GOK documents included several 
Economic Surveys from 1998 through 2006, the National Development Plan (2002 to 2007), 
the Draft National Food and Nutrition Policy (2006), the Draft National Policy for 
Sustainable Development of Arid and Semi-arid Lands (2005), Economic Recovery for 
Wealth and Employment Creation Strategy (2003) and Strategy for Revitalizing Agriculture 
(2004 – 2014).  However, many key policy documents are classified or not released to the 
general public and so the selection of government documents to be included in this analysis 
was limited.   The documents selected included those produced by the current government 
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under Kibaki and the immediate former government of Moi.  This was done for the purpose 
of comparing perspectives from these two regimes and identifying any specific patterns that 
were consistent with one era or source.  
Other reports that were collected included World Food Program emergency reports 
and Famine Early Warning Network Monthly Updates for the period 2000 to 2006.  These 
two sets of reports were obtained from the respective websites and were included in this 
study because they offered detailed data on the nature and extent the food crises in the ASAL 
areas.  They were therefore key sources for data that the GOK sources did not have and they 
also proved useful in corroborating the data and information in the GOK documents.  These 
two sets of data sources are briefly described below. 
 
4.2 GOK documents during the Moi Administration 
A number of documents that were produced and published during Moi’s regime were 
collected.  These included: 
i. Sessional Paper No. 4 of 1981 on National Food Policy 
This policy document was drafted by the GOK in 1981 in response to the major food 
shortages experienced in 1980, which triggered the need for a comprehensive food policy 
review.  Up until then, Kenya’s food security policy was incorporated in the agricultural 
policy.    The document was drafted during the pre-liberalization era and so it reflects strict 
government control in areas of food production, marketing, agricultural inputs and research 
and extension.  
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ii.  National Development Plan 2002 – 2007 
The ninth National Development Plan was produced in 2002 by the Ministry of 
Planning.  The document was prepared at a time when the country was undergoing a major 
economic decline.  The country’s economic growth was negative, poverty levels and inflation 
rates were soaring while the government was riddled with high level corruption, 
mismanagement of public funds and financial scandals which had caused international donor 
agencies to withhold aid to the country.  Many Kenyans had lost confidence in the 
government’s ability to address these problems.  This document was therefore designed to 
regain public confidence in the government and hence the theme adopted: Effective 
management for Sustainable Economic growth and Poverty Reduction.    
 
iii. Economic Surveys  
Economic Surveys are official GOK documents prepared annually by the Ministry of 
Planning and National Development and give a general overview of the previous year’s 
performance of the various sectors of the economy f year.  They are designed to reflect 
government goals and objectives within the various sectors of the economy as well as show 
Kenya’s position in the global economy.  For this study, Economic Surveys were obtained 
for 1997 through 2005 to include those prepared during Moi’s  and Kibaki’s regimes.  
 
4.3 The Kibaki Administration 
When Mwai Kibaki and the National Rainbow Coalition (NARC) took over the 
country’s leadership in  December 2002, the economy was virtually in a form of recession, 
recording negative growth in 2001 (GOK 2002).  Through a number of policies, the 
 31
government laid out its strategies for reviving the economy.  These policies were elaborated 
in the  following documents: 
i. Draft National Food and Nutrition Policy (June 2006) 
This policy document was drafted to address the shortcomings of the previous food 
policies and at a time when parts of the country were experiencing severe food shortages.   
The failure of past policies to make the country food secure therefore is a key justification of 
this document as it pledges to address the shortcomings of previous policies.   Its overall goal 
is to “have all Kenyans enjoy at all times food that is free from adverse substances in 
sufficient quantity and quality to satisfy the nutritional needs of individuals taking into 
account dynamics in feeding habits” (Section 1.14 of the Draft NFNP, ROK2006, 4) and it 
promises to involve all stakeholders in the formulation implementation of the policy.  
The document makes reference to other key development policies such as the 
Economic Recovery for Wealth and Employment Creation Strategy (2003 – 2007) and the 
Strategy for Revitalizing Agriculture (2004 – 2014).   At the international level, the 
document makes reference to the UN’s Millennium   Development Goals, the World Food 
Summit of 1996, the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Program among 
others.   It reflects on the NARC government’s zeal and perceived need for change and to 
address ills committed by past administrations.   Hence a lot of criticism is leveled against 
the previous administrations, which are portrayed as having lacked the will to address the 
country’s food needs.  The document addresses the critical issues pertaining to food 
insecurity in Kenya under various sections namely food availability, increasing food access, 
nutrition and primary health, emergency relief and safety nets, information for food and 
nutrition security and institutional and legal framework.   
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ii. Draft National Policy for the Sustainable Development of Arid and Semi Arid 
Lands (December 2004) 
This policy document was formulated in 2004 with the aim of providing a “coherent 
and practical framework for the implementation and realization of a new vision for the ASAL 
development in Kenya” (p. 1) within NARC government’s broader policy framework of 
employment and wealth creation.  The Arid Lands Resource Management Project (ALRMP), 
a World Bank funded project in some of the ASAL districts, together with the United Nations 
development program, spearheaded the formulation of this policy.  It identifies its target 
audience as “those in government departments as well as development partners with the 
responsibility of formulating policies and allocating resources for the development and aid” 
(p.1).    The core objective is to improve the standard of living of the ASAL population by 
integrating ASALs into the mainstream national economy and social development in an 
environmentally sustainable manner.   
 
iii. Strategy for Revitalizing Agriculture 2004 – 2014 (February 2005) 
This document was prepared jointly by the Ministries of Agriculture, Livestock and 
Fisheries Development and Cooperative Development, and Marketing.  The aim of this 
Strategy is to “reverse the declining trends in agricultural production by introducing new 
approaches based on a paradigm shift” (SRA 2005, 2) while its objective is to raise 
household incomes, create employment and ensure food and nutrition security.  To its credit, 
this document addresses in great length the issues affecting ASAL areas such as poor 
infrastructure for marketing of livestock   and widespread disease.   
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iv. Economic Recovery for Wealth and Employment Creation Strategy (2003 – 
2007) 
This document is the blueprint for the NARC government’s development agenda, the 
major focus being the need for a “fresh start”.  Developed in 2003 soon after NARC came in 
to power, this strategy “identifies key policy actions necessary to spur economic growth.”  
The four pillars upon which this economic growth is to be based include macro economic 
stability, strengthening of institutions of governance, rehabilitation and expansion of physical 
infrastructure and investment in the human capital of the poor.  One chapter of the strategy 
addresses issues pertaining to the ASAL areas.  The strategy’s development objective for the 
ASAL areas is “to strengthen rural livelihoods through support to livestock and range 
management, eco-tourism and where feasible initiating long term irrigation projects to 
contribute to the overall food production and security in the country”     
 
4.4 Non-GOK Reports 
Reports by World Food Program and FEWS NET were also collected for analysis.  
These reports contain detailed information on the food security situation in the country and 
hence they are good sources of data. 
 
i. WFP Emergency Reports 2001 – 2006 
These are weekly reports released by WFP that give brief summaries of the relief 
operations conducted by WFP in different countries.  The reports have information on the 
nature of relief efforts underway, when they begin, who they target, how much money and 
food is needed, how the food will be sourced, how many people benefit, and their specific 
geographic locations.  These reports are very brief and in most cases some of the information 
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is repeated in several reports making it redundant.  Nevertheless they proved to be a good 
source of figures on WFP’s relief efforts in Kenya.   
A total of 131 emergency reports were downloaded from the WFP website which 
included 23 reports for 2001, 15 reports for 2002, 14 reports for 2003, 26 reports for 2004, 22 
reports for 2005 and 31 reports for 2006.   Reports prepared before January 2001 could not 
be accessed as they were not available on the website.  There were more reports that cited 
relief activities in Kenya in 2006 compared to the other five years for which reports were 
available.  Assuming that the number of reports accurately reflects the level of relief 
activities and the extent of the food crisis, then it appears that the magnitude of the food crisis 
experienced in 2005/2006 was higher than any other experienced in the previous five years. 
 
ii. FEWS Monthly Reports 2000 – 2006 
These reports, released on a monthly basis by USAID’s FEWS give a more detailed 
picture of the ongoing relief efforts in different parts of the country.  Much of the information 
corroborates the information obtained from the WFP reports, however, the FEWS reports are 
more detailed and contain more information on other key issues such as the amount of rains 
received, the anticipated maize yields and expected shortfalls.   They also draw a lot from the 
ARLMP and other UN agencies like the UNICEF.  A total of 77 monthly reports were 
downloaded from the FEWS NET website starting from July 2000 through to December 







Table 4.1: Summary of documents analyzed 
Document name Author /Source Date 
Sessional Paper No.4 of 1981 
on National Food Policy 
Republic of Kenya – Ministry of 
Agriculture (Government Printer) 
1981 
National Development Plan 
2002 - 2007 
Republic of Kenya – Ministry of 
Planning (Government Printer) 
2002 
Draft National Food and 
Nutrition Policy 
Republic of Kenya – Ministry of 
Agriculture 
June 2006 
Draft National Policy for the 
Sustainable Development of 
Arid and Semi arid Lands 
Republic of Kenya – Ministry for 
Special Programs 
2005 
Strategy for Revitalizing 
Agriculture 2004 – 2014 
(Short Version) 
Republic of Kenya – Ministry of 
Agriculture  
February 2005 
Economic Recovery for 
Wealth and Employment 
Creation Strategy 2003 - 2007 
Republic of Kenya – Ministry of 
Planning (CBS) 
2003 
WFP Emergency reports WFP website 
http://www.wfp.org/english/?n=34 
 
January 2001 – 
December 2006  
 
USAID’s FEWS NET Kenya 
Food Security 
Updates/Reports 




July 2000 – December 
2006 
Economic Surveys 
1998 through 2006 
CBS, Republic of Kenya, Ministry 
of Planning and National 
Development,  
1998,1999,2000,2001, 






4.5 Data Analysis 
Both the theoretical framework adopted for the study as well as the research questions 
dictated the key themes for this study.   These themes included the nature and extent of the 
food crises, perceived causes and solutions.  Owing to the fact that most of the documents 
were in hard copy form, this analysis was done manually without using any computer 
software. Two sets of analysis matrices were drawn to compare how these themes were 
represented in the documents.  The first analysis matrix was designed to identify yearly 
variations in the representation of the themes among the documents that were produced 
periodically i.e. Economic Surveys, FEWS NET monthly updates and WFP reports. This 
juxtaposition of data from different sources was important in identifying any contradictions 
and inconsistencies and also in highlighting specific trends and patterns of vulnerability and 
need in the different regions.    
The second analysis matrix was designed to compare how the different themes 
already identified were addressed or presented across different government documents.  The 
documents included in this comparison were the 2006 Draft National Food and Nutrition 
Policy (NFNP), the Economic Recovery for Wealth and Employment Creation Strategy 2003 
– 2007 (ERS), the Strategy for Revitalizing Agriculture 2004 – 2014 (SRA), the 1981 
National Food Policy, 2004 Draft National Policy for the Sustainable Development of Arid 
and Semi-Arid Lands (SDASALS) and the National Development Plan (2002 – 2007).   
Information was extracted from each of these documents thematically and entered into the 
matrix.  Since these documents contain vast amounts of information, only that which was 
useful in answering the research objectives was extracted.  This step was necessary in order 
to make the data manageable.  Cope (2005) pointed out that data reduction in qualitative 
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research helps to get a handle on what we have and allows us to start paying special attention 
to the contents of our data. 
 The Draft 2006 National Food and Nutrition Policy, which is considered the key 
document (equivalent of key informant) for this study, played a central role in identifying 
what is deemed important for attaining food security.  Hence, what was indicated in this key 
document was compared with what was indicated in the other policy documents.   The lay 
out of this key document also formed the basis for organizing the themes where the nature 
and extent of the food crisis comes first followed by food production and access with food 
aid as a measure for addressing access to food coming last.  These eventually were used as 
the different categories in which the data was grouped and the analyzed.  
 The next level of analysis involved identifying contentious issues, contradictions and 
inconsistencies within and across the documents.  Having the data juxtaposed in the matrix 
made it easy to compare the data and to reveal any inconsistencies and contradictions.  The 
wording was assessed for underlying meanings and documents were considered to be in 
consensus over a given issue if the meaning relayed was perceived to be the same. 
Contradictions and inconsistencies were noted if the documents relayed conflicting 
perspectives on the same issue while silences were noted in cases where key documents 
failed to address any of the identified themes/issues.  The details of this data analysis and 




CHAPTER 5: KENYA’S ASALS:  A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 
Introduction 
This chapter synthesizes literature on the political and socio-economic history of the 
ASAL areas to give a brief historical overview going back to the pre-colonial period.  First 
literature that highlights how communities living in these areas coped with drought and 
famine before the arrival of colonialists is examined, followed by a review of how colonial 
policies affected these coping strategies and finally how post colonial governments have 
generally regarded these areas.  This discussion situates the problem of food insecurity in 
Kenya’s ASALs in a historical, political and economic context that makes it possible to 
comprehend the persistent nature of the crisis.   
 
5.1 Pre-colonial period up to 1900 
Prior to becoming a British colony, Kenya’s ASAL was “predominantly an enormous 
expanse of plateau grassland, with forest on the volcanic highlands that arose from it at 
intervals” (Kitching 1980). Different groups of pastoral nomadic groups such as the Maasai, 
Turkana, Somali, Rendille, Samburu, Pokot and Borana wandered across these plains in 
patterns determined by the rainfall distribution and pasture.  Most of these groups did not 
practice sedentary agriculture and relied entirely upon livestock not only for food but also in 
exchange for food crops and other material possessions.  The success of this pastoral 
livelihood strategy, however, depended on continued abundance of grazing land.  This was 
important for purposes of escaping the effects of drought, pests and disease.  Since land was 
in abundance, this strategy was easily sustained.  A common theme that runs through 
writings on this subject is the fact that ecological crises are not entirely new to the ASAL 
areas in Kenya (Bates 2005; Anderson 2002; Bernard 1985).  Information obtained through 
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oral interviews and from records made by early white settlers indicated that droughts, 
diseases and floods were fairly common phenomena in these regions.  However, 
communities living in these areas had established coping strategies that facilitated their 
survival through crises albeit with some human and livestock casualties (Bernard 1985). 
An important aspect of the pre-colonial livelihood strategies was the symbiotic 
relationship that the pastoralists had with the agropastoralists.  Bernard (1985) stated that 
“the effective symbiosis between the two ways of life helped occupants of the drylands adjust 
to the rigors of an uncertain environment with many hazards including drought, soil 
infertility and erosion, flooding, diseases and pests”(p. 60).  During times of stress, coping 
and survival strategies included reciprocal relationships (“bear and share”), changes in land 
use or location, elaborate kinship system, hunting, gathering, selling livestock, brewing  beer, 
collecting honey, consuming insects and long distance trade (Nangulu 2001).  The type of 
activities adopted by a given community would largely depend on the nature of the problem 
at hand and the available alternative resources.  Some pastoral communities like the Maasai 
practiced selective breeding in order to improve their stock and diversified their stock 
holdings by keeping sheep, goats and donkeys alongside cattle.  They also maintained trade 
relations with their agricultural neighbors.  Agro pastoral communities like the Turkana 
practiced shifting cultivation and bush-fallowing.  They also had diverse food procuring 
strategies such as fishing, farming and gathering of wild fruits and kept multiple species of 
livestock such as camels, goats, sheep, cattle and donkeys (Overton 1989). 
 In contrast to this seemingly bucolic set of relations, pastoral communities and clans 
conducted raids and counter raids as an organized and governed survival mechanism 
especially during periods of severe drought (Omosa 2005; Anderson 2002; Oba 1992). There 
being no fixed boundaries over resources, communities frequently had conflicts over pastures 
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and access to watering points.  However, no permanent enemies were made and those 
defeated were assimilated by the victors or forced to flee to neighboring communities as 
refugees.   Alliances were formed through social networks like marriage, which formed a 
type of insurance in times of crisis.  Communities had a moral obligation to assist their kin 
who were affected by food crises.  Marrying from different communities therefore widened 
the social network and the improved chances of getting help when in need. 
Livestock was the backbone of not only the pastoral but also the agropastoral 
livelihood.  A man’s wealth was measured in terms of the size and diversity of his herd.  
Indeed, pastoral communities like the Maasai were considered to be the wealthiest in the 
region. Livestock as a form of capital was exchanged for just about anything, from wives, to 
food or tools.  Nevertheless, these communities were still very vulnerable to natural 
calamities and disasters.  Fluctuations in seasons manifested in the form of drought, flooding 
and disease outbreaks brought about famine, starvation, crop failure and increased mortality 
rates (Emmons 1996). Recurrent outbreaks of diseases such as rinderpest among livestock 
and invasion of locusts were not uncommon.  When these crises struck, communities lost 
most of their livestock and had to start all over again to build herds.  This often took several 
years.  Nonetheless the coping strategies put in place came in handy and ensured that 
livelihoods were revived.  
 
5.2 Colonial Period 
Prior to 1880 British presence in East Africa was limited to the coastal area and 
Zanzibar.  Between 1880 and 1895, Britain and Germany divided up East Africa between 
them (Maxon 1986; Sorrrenson 1968).  Until 1898, British policy in East Africa was based 
on strategic consideration with the aim of protecting the Suez route to India (Sorrenson 
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1968).  To be able to guard these interests, the British considered it necessary that they 
“control Egypt, the Nile Valley, the headwaters of the White Nile in Uganda and as an 
alternative means of communication with Uganda, the intervening territory between Lake 
Victoria and the East African coast” (Sorrenson 1968, 9).  Until 1895, William Mackinnon’s 
Imperial British East Africa Company (IBEAC) oversaw British interests in this area.  In 
1895, the British government took over direct control of the region, creating two separate 
territories; the East Africa Protectorate (later renamed Kenya in 1920) and Uganda (Maxon 
1986).   
 The extension of British control in Kenya was a gradual process of conquest and in 
which the building of the Uganda railway played an influential role.  Once the railway was 
completed in December 1901, it became easier for the colonial authorities to move into the 
interior for a more systematic conquest of the different groups of Kenyan people (Maxon 
1986).   Communities living close to the newly built railway line were among the first to 
suffer land alienation.  The productive land along the railway line was earmarked for 
European white settlers whose involvement in the global economy through producing for 
export was to make the protectorate more profitable.   Under the direction of Sir Charles 
Eliot, the authorities embarked on aggressive efforts to attract white settlement.  
Consequently, the region experienced an influx of white settlers, initially from South Africa 
and later from Britain (Maxon 1986; Sorrenson 1968). 
Two major demands placed by the colonial economy on the African communities in 
Kenya were acquisition and ownership of land considered suitable for European settlement 
and the need for continuous supply of cheap and dependable labor (Okoth Ogendo 1976).   
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5.2.1 Land Alienation 
White settlers arriving in Kenya put demands on the colonial authorities to allocate to 
them the best land for setting up their farms and ranches and often land grants were made 
without proper survey.  As a result, approximately 20% of the country’s productive land, 
mostly in the Rift Valley, was alienated for exclusive European use (Leo 1984; Sorrenson 
1969).  Leo (1984) stated that “the White Highlands – as the European or scheduled areas of 
Kenya continued to be called until 1960 – took in some 3 million hectares of land, which was 
divided into 3,600 farms and ranches, most ranging size from 400 to upwards of 12,000 
hectares” (p. 4).  Among the first ethnic groups that to suffer due to this alienation were the 
Kikuyu who were forced into reserves, which were not adequate for the needs of their 
increasing population (Maxon 1986).     
 For pastoralist communities, alienation of dry season grazing lands for European 
settlement seriously undermined the viability of local herding systems by taking away 
important buffer zones, reserve grazing areas and bush fallow areas (Anderson 2002).  The 
colonial administration justified this alienation by claiming that the land was unoccupied and 
therefore was “waste land” as shown in the Crown Land Ordinance 21 of 1902 (Okoth 
Ogendo 1976):  
A native’s claim to land is recognized even according to native custom only as long 
as he occupies beneficially.  The principle usage is to recognize all unoccupied land 
as crown land and the administration is free to deal with it as it considers. 
 
With a considerably large amount of land (in Central and Rift Valley) alienated for 
Europeans, the colonial administration neglected the African communities and focused on 
meeting the needs of the white settlers and attracting more settlers (Bernard 1985).  Policies 
were designed to support the settler economy.  These included enforcing tax collection from 
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the “natives”. This tax not only served to support the colonial administration but also ensured 
that the natives offered their labor on the settler farms in exchange for money that was 
required to pay for the taxes (Maxon 1986).   With their land reduced and taxes to pay, many 
Africans whose land had been alienated were compelled to seek jobs on settler farms where 
some were accommodated as resident laborers.  These policies had far reaching implications 
on the livelihoods of both agricultural and pastoral communities in these areas.  By 1920s an 
increase in human and livestock population in the African reserves led to land fragmentation, 
overstocking and soil erosion.  There was increased vulnerability to drought leading to 
increased instances of severe famines, diseases and plague. Production of basic foodstuffs 
reduced leading to severe famines in most parts of the country in 1907, 1918 – 19, 1929, 
1933, 1934 and 1942 (Okoth Ogendo 1976; Anderson and Throup 1986; Anderson 1984).  In 
some parts of the country however, exceptional cases where colonial administrators chose to 
put the interests of the native Africans first were reported.  Such was the case with John 
Ainsworth who, as provincial commissioner for Nyanza Province, encouraged the African to 
grow new crops such as cotton, sim sim (sesame) and maize, which could be sold for cash 
(Maxon 1986). 
Further alienation of land took place as a result of government policy on wildlife 
conservation. Contrary to colonial misconceptions, Africans actively and purposely made use 
of land management strategies and of traditional knowledge to maintain ecological and socio 
cultural sustainability (Emmons 1996).  Hunting of wild animals was with specific intentions 
such as to provide food or as a precautionary measure especially if the proximity of the 
animal posed a threat to the people.  Hence when the first Europeans arrived in Kenya they 
found wildlife in “staggering numbers” (Capone 1972).  These animals attracted European 
hunters who embarked on unending reckless hunting sprees.  Consequently the numbers of 
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these animals started dwindling so fast that the colonial government had to put in place 
measures to check this.  This was the beginning in 1906 of game “sanctuaries”, reserves and 
parks where large tracts of land were set aside for conservation of wildlife (see Figure 5.1).  
Most of these “sanctuaries” such as were set up in areas that served as pasture for pastoralist 
communities like the Maasai, further jeopardizing their livelihoods (Campbell 1986; Capone 

















Fig. 5.1:  Early Wildlife Sanctuaries in East Africa – 1906 
 (Source: Capone 1972 p. 32) 
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5.2.2 Land Degradation 
Fears that the land pressure in the African reserves would force Africans into the 
white highlands prompted the settlers to pressure the colonial administration to come up with 
measures to address the “crisis”.  Africans were viewed as having an uneconomic attitude 
towards livestock husbandry and were blamed for the problem of overstocking, soil erosion 
and land degradation (Anderson and Throup 1986; Anderson 2003; Tignor 1976; Mackenzie 
1998).  The politically influential “Stock Owners Association” campaigned to encourage the 
forced culling of African herds due to fears that trespassing stock from the reserves would 
spread disease to their herds.  Quarantine regulations restricted the marketing of African 
livestock, to protect the settler herds and flocks from disease (Smith 1976, Anderson 1984, 
Overton 1989). These regulations were enforced harshly as shown in this Governor’s speech 
reported in the Native affairs report (Report on Native Affairs, 1939 – 1945): 
 At a baraza held in February, ….the Governor made  it clear that he intended  to 
 close the whole reserve with a fence …….and hoped that the day would come soon 
 when the reserve could be farmed on scientific lines.  As a result,… now every chief 
 has a register showing the exact stockholding of every individual owner in his 
 location.  This ……provides an admirable foundation on which to base any schemes 
 for the general betterment of this reserve. 
  
Following pressure from settlers groups, the government enforced a compulsory 
destocking policy to reduce pressure on pastures in the African reserves.  According to David 
Anderson (1984), calculations of the “carrying capacities” of grazing lands were made and 
these were used as targets for the reduction of African livestock.  Colonial administration 
officials were charged with the responsibility of ensuring that these guidelines were adhered  
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to as shown in one of the Native Affairs reports (Report on Native Affairs, 1939 – 1945): 
 Much of the time of the District Officer, Maralal, was devoted to various aspects of 
 grazing control.  The limitation of the numbers of cattle allowed to  graze over the 
 Leroghi plateau, the issue of permits and the closing of areas to grazing kept him 
 fully occupied. 
 
The ability of Africans to make sound farming decisions was increasingly questioned 
by government administrators and “experts”.   There was no place for indigenous knowledge 
systems in relation to progress and modernization (Anderson, 2002). Marginalizing of 
African interests was evident in terms of both power and knowledge as expressed in policy 
documents and reports such as this Department of Agriculture report (Colony and 
Protectorate of Kenya, Department of Agriculture Report, 1945). 
The African in Kenya has not yet arrived at a level of education, which enables him of 
his own accord to plan his agricultural economy successfully.  He has little 
knowledge of farming possibilities…  
 
The “conservation debate” of the 1930s necessitated by the American Dustbowl was 
adopted by the settlers in Kenya and used as a political weapon to not only challenge the 
legitimacy of African commercial farming but also justify the need for stringent measures to 
be enforced in the African reserves.    Soil erosion – or the fear of it – became the common 
thread that bound agricultural policies (Anderson, 1984; Overton, 1989).  The reality of the 
fact that the dynamics of the two (the Dustbowl and the Land degradation in the African 
reserves) were entirely different was ignored.  Instead of freeing up more land for the 
growing African population, the colonial administration insisted on forcing the Africans to 
adopt soil conservation measures that could not solve the problems at hand. This 
conservation narrative, which defined the African peasant himself as being the cause of land 
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degradation in the reserves, was used to justify the continuation of racist policies and 
legitimize the continued restriction of Africans to reserves (Mackenzie 1998). 
In the early 1950s, during the emergency period, the government for the first time 
came up with an extensive plan to accelerate development of African agriculture.  This plan, 
known as the Swynnerton Plan (after the then Assistant Director of Agriculture, R. J. M. 
Swynnerton), made major recommendations on land tenure, marketing of produce, extension 
services etc.  Marketing of livestock from ASAL areas was one of the keys issues addressed.  
The Land Registration Ordinance of 1959 and the Registered Land Act of 1963 were enacted 
to achieve individualization of land tenure among the African people.  This enabled the 
deracialization of the White Highlands in 1959 and subsequent land redistribution in post 
independence Kenya (Ochieng 1995).  However, the overstocking narrative prevailed in the 
Swynnerton report which stated that “….effective and practical means of limiting livestock 
numbers, voluntarily or otherwise would have to be found” (Swynnerton Report, 1954 as 
quoted by Smith L. 1976).  The report proposed the creation of grazing schemes in pastoral 
areas that were to be overseen by the African Land Development Board (ALDEV) (Keya 
1991). 
 
5.2.3 Maasai experience 
The Maasai, one of Kenya’s largest pastoralist groups, were among the communities 
adversely affected by European colonial policies of land alienation.  Towards the end of the 
19th century, civil strife, animal mortality (due to rinderpest) and human disease (small pox) 
severely reduced the number and strength of the Maasai who were known for their fierce 
fighting (Maxon 1986, Sorrenson 1968).  Consequently, the Maasai were too weak to resist 
British penetration into the interior in 1895 and instead chose to join forces with the 
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Europeans and aid in the conquest. The Maasai became British allies in conquering their 
neighbors and took this opportunity to replenish their reduced herds of livestock.  However, 
the British were to betray this relationship as they sought to alienate Maasai grazing land for 
white settler occupation. 
Due to their semi-nomadic pastoral lifestyle, there little signs of their occupation once  
they had   moved their stock and encampments from one grazing ground to another.  It was 
therefore assumed that such pastoralist groups had no rights to land rather than temporary 
right to grazing.  Most of their grazing lands in the Rift Valley were attractive to the white 
settlers who sought to claim them.    In 1904 the colonial administration signed a “treaty” 
with the Maasai, which resulted in some of their best and most dependable grazing and water 
sources being alienated for European Settlement (Hughes 2006; Maxon 1986; Sorrenson 
1968).   The community lost land around Lake Naivasha, Lake Elmenteita, Lake Nakuru and 
Lake Baringo and the rivers that flow through them.   
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Fig. 5.2:  Maasai lands after the first Maasai Treaty of 1904 (Source: Morgan 1963) 
These areas formed the dry season range and were crucial to survival of the Maasai 
pastoral economy (Wisner 1978; Fratkin 2001).  The Maasai were moved into two reserves, 
one in Laikipia in the north and the other one in the south near the German East Africa 
(present day Tanzania).    Even though under this treaty these two territories were promised 
to the Maasai for “so long as the Maasai as a race shall exist”, the British went back on their 
word and moved the group in the north again in 1911 and forced them into the southern 
reserve.  As a result, the Maasai lost 50% of their grazing land (Hughes 2006). They became 
vulnerable to drought and incurred great livestock losses in the 1920s due to this.  The 
colonial administration blamed the Maasai for the prolonged drought, citing overstocking and 
overgrazing and succumbed to pressure from the white settlers to force the Maasai to 
destock.  By 1945, most of the usable Maasai grasslands had no pasture.  Furthermore, 
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quarantine rules and colonial boundaries cut them off from long established trade with the 
Samburu and Somali in the North.  Unable to access the Boran bulls from the Somali and 
Samburu, the Maasai could not continue with the selective breeding that they used to 
improve their livestock.   
In early 1960s, the government embarked on the process of turning Maasai lands 
from common property into private property held by individuals and groups.   With the 
support of USAID and World Bank, the government proposed “group ranches” that 
conferred formal and legal land tenure on a community of co-residents (Fratkin 2001; 
Lesorogol 2005).   This land fragmentation further curtailed the movement of pastoralist 
communities, making them more vulnerable to ecological disasters and food crises. 
 
5.2.4 Turkana experience 
Another group that suffered, though in a different way, from colonial occupation in 
Kenya were the Turkana.  The Turkana are a pastoralist nilotic group that inhabits the north 
western corner of Kenya.  This area consists mainly of arid plains, crossed by a few seasonal 
rivers.  The Turkana therefore developed a complex system of transhumant pastoralism that 
was augmented in some areas by hunting and fishing (Lamphear 1976).  By 1900, they 
possessed about 24 000 square miles and numbered about 30,000 (Ibid).  The Turkana 
actively resisted British administration of their country. This resistance was partly driven by 
resentment of the “hut” tax, which they were required to pay in the form of livestock.  
Occasional defiance and refusal to pay the tax, such as was the case in 1912, often drew 
punitive raids from the British Imperial forces from the East Africa Protectorate (Kenya) and 
Uganda (Ibid).  
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Furthermore, the powerful Turkana were forcing other groups southward thereby 
posing a serious challenge to the settlers in the White highlands of Kenya (Oba 1992; 
Lamphear 1976).  Between 1911 and 1918, the British mounted a series of military attacks to 
subdue the Turkana, confiscating their cattle in and effort to pacify them (Fratkin 2001).  
Imperial officers in Turkanaland had begun to realize that it was simpler to starve people into 
submission than to wage costly wars against them (Lamphear 1976).  Between 1916 and 
1918, an estimated 250,000 heads of livestock were confiscated from the Turkana. This 
marked the beginning of livelihood disintegration among the Turkana as their principle asset 
and source of sustenance was taken away.  By the end of 1918, the northern section of 
Turkana had lost nearly all of their cattle and their primary concern became subsistence 
instead of resistance.   
 
According to Hendrickson et al (1998) and Oba (1992), these years of colonial 
suppression set the stage for the current extreme food insecurity that is characteristic of the 
area.  The setting up of a no man’s land along the international frontiers with Ethiopia further 
prohibited the Turkana from crossing those borders, hence denying them access to seasonal 
pasture and water in those areas.  Such moves have undermined the abilities of the Turkana 
to cope with ecological disasters causing them to be dependent on food aid and relief.  By 
1936, 26 families were in need of relief food aid and this number rose to 700 in 1959 and by 
1960, 2500 people were living in relief camps (Oba 1992). 
 
5.3 Post Colonial Period 
In the early 1950s, some Kenyan communities, notably in Central Kenya, began 
agitating for freedom from British domination. The pressure on land in the African reserves 
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was the impetus for the violent uprising known as Mau Mau, and which was most intense in 
Central Kenya.  In 1952 a state of emergency was declared in Kenya and many freedom 
fighters were killed or arrested and the leaders detained.  In 1959, the state of emergency was 
lifted, crackdown on the Mau Mau was suspended as the British prepared to grant Kenya its 
independence.  On December 12, 1963, Kenya was declared independent and Jomo Kenyatta, 
one of the freedom fighters who had been detained during the crackdown on the Mau Mau 
became the country’s first Prime Minister.  One year later, he became Kenya’s first president 
when the country became a republic in December 1964.     
 
5.3.1 The Kenyatta Regime 1963 to 1978 
The Kenyatta administration took over a country that was spatially uneven in terms of 
development and where most of the policies favored the white settler community.  At 
independence ALDEV, which had been set up by the Swynnerton Plan (1954 -1959) to 
implement grazing schemes, was replaced by the Range Management Division as an 
instrument for change in the ASAL areas (Keya 1991).  Despite having these policies, ASAL 
areas continued to as receive little government attention in post independent Kenya as it had 
during the colonial period (Ibid).   
The Northern Frontier District (current North Eastern Province) and the districts of 
Moyale, Marsabit and Isiolo (in Eastern Province) posed a different challenge to the Kenyatta 
administration.  An insurgency group, the Northern Frontier Liberation Movement, backed 
by the Somali government was seeking autonomy from Kenya (Mburu 1999).  Between 1963 
and 1967, the area became a battlefield between the Kenyan army and the insurgents, in what 
was commonly referred to as the shifta war (Ibid).  Part of the government’s strategy of 
containing the insurgency involved moving all the residents into permanent settlements 
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(manyattas), which were guarded by troops.  This had an enormous effect on the pastoral 
livelihoods as the large numbers of livestock were confiscated or killed partly to deny their 
use by the insurgents and also to force the owners into these settlements. 
Nevertheless, the Kenyatta administration pledged to pursue policies that would 
benefit the African community.  The main development strategies were outlined in the 
Sessional Paper No. 10 of 1965 entitled African Socialism and its Application to planning in 
Kenya.  Economic growth was the basis for the development policies, which attracted foreign 
investors and multinational corporations. Despite the high hopes held by many Kenyans, the 
independent government continued the institutional and spatial biases inherited from the 
colonial era (Bernard 1985).  Emphasis was put on economic growth and capital was 
attracted to the areas of the country where it was perceived that development could be 
achieved rapidly. Communications infrastructure, agricultural innovations, capital and 
industrial investments were concentrated in regions of high and medium potential (Ochieng 
1995).   This trend realized an impressive growth in the economy (Omiti and Irungu 2002) 
but the effects of this growth were not evenly distributed and some areas, especially in the 
ASAL, continued to lag behind in development.  The situation in the ASAL areas was 
exacerbated by government bureaucracy in the sense that civil servants were transferred or 
posted to these areas as a way of meting out discipline.  Such workers lacked the motivation 
and desire to initiate or implement policies that would realize any development in the area.   
   In the meantime, various international development agencies like the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID), World Bank and International Labor 
Organization (ILO), initiated programs to improve livestock production in some of the 
pastoral areas (Fratkin 1997, 2001).  Consonant with Hardin’s (1968) “tragedy of the 
commons” thesis, these agencies encouraged the government to design policies that would 
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reduce livestock production on communally held lands and promote private ranching as 
private landowners were assumed to be better in resource conservation (Fratkin 1997).  Most 
of these initiatives, such as the group ranches, commercial ranches and grazing blocks, failed 
due to various factors including ecological issues, lack of sustained donor support and lack of 
“ownership” by the residents (Keya 1991). 
 
5.3.2 The Moi Regime 1978 to 2002 (Nyayo Era) 
Kenya’s second post independence administration was led by Daniel Toroitich arap 
Moi after Kenyatta’s death in 1978.  Because Moi was from an ASAL area, Baringo, it was 
expected that his administration would seek to pursue more specific policies for spurring 
development in the ASALs and as expected, the first ASAL policy was formulated in 1979.  
This policy saw the implementation of various agro-based projects funded by external donor 
agencies in a number of ASAL districts (Keya 1991).   The 1979 policy, however, is 
described as having fallen short because it lacked the “voices” of the ASAL communities and 
“put emphasis on technical issues such as land degradation, irrigation and the need to find 
solutions to the nomadic pastoralism menace” (RoK 2005). Under this policy, further 
attempts were made to settle pastoralists in irrigation schemes and group ranches (Keya 
1991; RoK 2004).   This approach, however, failed to realize sustained development in the 
area and was reviewed in 1992 (RoK 2005). 
During the Moi era, the government designed its first national food policy in 1981. 
This came at a time when the country was grappling with the effects of its first severe post 
independence food crisis of 1980 which necessitated large imports of grain.  Following this 
crisis, the government was forced to spell out a national food policy, which was promulgated 
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in Sessional paper No. 4 of 1981 – National Food Policy.  This policy emphasized food 
production to meet the nation’s food needs: 
The overall objectives of this policy will be to maintain a position of broad self-
sufficiency in the main food stuffs in order to enable the nation to be fed without using 
scarce foreign exchange on food imports. (Sessional paper Number 4 of 1981on the 
National Food policy). 
 
It also recognized the need to promote drought tolerant food crops such as millet, sorghum 
and pulses in the ASALs to enhance food security.   
A major slump in the economy in the mid 1980s resulted in the implementation of 
economic reforms, the now infamous Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs).  These SAPs, 
which were instituted in most developing countries with the guidance (pressure) of the World 
Bank, International Monetary Fund and World Trade Organization, were aimed at spurring 
economic growth and macroeconomic stability through reduced government support in 
various sectors (Omiti and Irungu 2002).  The programs were driven by a rejection of the role 
of the government as the sole and predominant agent for affecting social change and 
development (Ellis 2000).  Market liberalization, privatization, cost sharing, civil service 
reform and removal of input subsidies were some of the recommended measures.  These 
reforms further contributed to the continued disintegration of pastoral livelihoods.  With 
minimal government intervention in the marketing of livestock, pastoralists were left at the 
mercy of unscrupulous middlemen who continued to exploit them. 
Kenya’s economic performance continued on a downward trend in the 1990s with the 
overall GDP growth dropping from 2.5% between 1990 and 1995 to 2% between 1996 and 
2000 (RoK 2002).  Some of the reasons given for this decline included lack of donor support, 
poor weather and infrastructure, depressed investments, declining tourism and poor 
performance of the manufacturing sector (ROK 2002).  The government was accused of 
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high-level corruption scandals while the SAPs were not achieving their intended objectives.  
Overall, the quality of lives for many Kenyans was reduced, as inflation set in and poverty 
levels increased.   More and more pastoralists turned to food relief as their only source of 
food.  By the year 2000, the situation had deteriorated to a point where many Kenyans were 
yearning for a change in administration.    
 
5.3.3 The Kibaki Administration (2002 present) 
The National Rainbow Coalition (NARC) took over the country’s leadership in 2002 
with Mwai Kibaki as president after a landslide victory over the then ruling party Kenya 
African National Union (KANU) that had been in power for almost four decades.  Having 
made promises to the electorate that included provision of basic needs such as food and 
education, the NARC government embarked on reviewing some of the government policies 
as the first step towards fulfilling such promises.  Some of these policies directly address the 
needs of marginal communities living in the ASAL areas. These policies include the National 
Policy for the Sustainable Development of Arid and Semiarid Lands of Kenya, the Ministry 
of Livestock and Fisheries Development Strategic plan (2003 – 2007), Strategy for 
Revitalizing Agriculture (2002 – 2004), the Kenya Rural Development Strategy 2002 – 2015 
and more recently the National Food and Nutrition Policy (drafted in 2006).   These policies 
spell out strategies for addressing specific issues that afflict Kenyans such as poverty and 
food security.  Most of them devote a number of pages to the issues affecting communities in 





This brief historical overview has demonstrated how the current socio-economic 
landscape in Kenya’s ASAL areas has been defined by state policies.  Starting from the 
colonial policies of land alienation, ASAL areas have gradually been marginalized, 
increasing their vulnerability to ecological events and subsequent food insecurity.  Droughts 
need not necessarily lead to famine (Bates 2005; Oba 1992).  Oba (1992) further argued that 
whereas drought is a natural occurrence to which adjustments are made, the outcome can be 
entirely different if the means used to cope are disrupted.  The means for coping with a 
fragile ecology has continuously been disrupted due to ill-suited policies.  Bates (2005) 
pointed out that “public policies and political institutions affect the relationship between 
rainfall and food supply”.  This overview has shown that over the years, different political 
regimes in Kenya have designed and adopted policies that were ill suited to sustainable 
livelihood and food security, thus marginalizing some communities and compromising their 
food security.  Some of the narratives which were used to suppress “native” Kenyans during 
the colonial era such as the land degradation, overstocking and conservation have continued 
to influence policy making even during the post colonial era.  An analysis of some of the 
current GOK policy documents is presented in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6: DATA ANALYSIS 
Introduction 
This chapter presents an analysis of the data that was generated from the documents 
listed in the chapter 4. The data is organized according to the various themes that emerged 
out of the analysis process.  The data that was obtained in response to the research questions 
and was organized into four broad themes: 
i. The nature and extent of the food crisis 
ii. Declining food production and availability 
iii. Access to food 
iv. Food aid and food relief 
The definition of food security that was adopted for this study in Chapter 1 also 
influenced the choice of appropriate themes that would directly address the critical areas 
highlighted in the definition as being necessary for food security to be attained.  Hence the 
two critical issues of food availability and food access, which also form the basic outline of 
the 2006 Draft National Policy for Food and Nutrition (NFNP), were pivotal in the choice of 
these themes.  However, since the focus of this thesis is food rather than nutrition security, 
themes that covered details of the nutrition aspects such as malnutrition and other similar 
effects of food insecurity were not pursued in this analysis.  For each of the selected themes, 
various aspects of data are presented to include areas of consensus within and across the 
documents, notable contradictions, inconsistencies and silences.   This analysis forms the 
basis for the discussion of the highlighted issues in chapter 7. 
Access (to productive resources and to available food) is a key theme that is central in 
the theoretical framework for this study (see Fig. 2.1 in chapter 2).  This analysis therefore 
also seeks to identify how stipulated policies would facilitate or limit such access and the 
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subsequent food outcome.   Tandem with the political ecology approach that is adopted for 
this study, effort is made to identify areas where access to and control over resources is 
compromised by policy stipulations – stated or implied.   Effort is also made to project the  
potential impact of these policies on livelihoods and entitlements.  
The issues addressed in this chapter are covered in varying depth by the different 
documents. While some of the documents included pages of elaborate details on some of 
these issues, others only covered them in a few sentences or paragraphs.  These variations 
were perceived to be due to different authors whose objectives were varied.  Direct quotes of 
sections of the documents are included in this analysis to emphasize particular points of 
discussion. 
 
6.1 The nature and extent of the food crisis 
Most of the data on this theme was obtained from the FEWS NET and WFP 
emergency reports.  These reports provided information on the numbers of people affected by 
food crises and those receiving food aid in different parts of the ASAL areas.  This reflects 
the level of involvement that these organizations have in seeking solutions to the food crises 
in Kenya.    Despite slight variations in the figures, the patterns and trends reflected in the 
two sets of documents concurred for the most part.  What emerged was a picture of persistent 
and chronic food shortages in the country as a whole, which got worse in the ASAL areas.  
Of the government documents analyzed, only the 2006 draft National Food and Nutrition 
Policy (NFNP) had some figures on those affected indicating that at least 2 million people 
need food aid at any one given time.  
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  In July 2000, Famine Early Warning Systems (FEWS) reports showed that 3.3 
million people were in need of food relief.  This number rose to slightly over 4 million in 
February 2001 but by July 2001 it was reported to have fallen to 1.4 million and may have 
gone further down even though there are no figures in any of the documents as to how far 
down this number went.  However, in May 2003, Kenya Food Security Steering Group 
(KFSSG) assessments revealed that 500,000 people in southern Turkana, Baringo, West 
Pokot, Keiyo and Marakwet were highly food insecure.  By August 2004, 1.8 million people 
were again in need of aid and rates of malnutrition were reported to be high in some pastoral 
areas such as Marsabit and Turkana.   
 In 2005, the number of people who were in need of food aid increased from 1.7 
million to 2.5 million, a situation that saw the Government of Kenya (GOK) issue an appeal 
for international food aid.  By mid 2006, this number had gone up further to 3.5 million.   
However, by the end of 2006, highland cropping areas reported favorable harvests and food 
prices fell in western and southwestern Kenya but food security in most pastoral areas 
remained precarious as pastoralists’ food security was sustained by large food intervention.  
These figures paint a grim picture of the food situation in the country where certain 
communities, notably in the ASAL areas, are in perpetual need of food aid.  Some of the 
reasons given for this scenario are discussed in the next section.   
The nature and extent of the food shortages varied across the country and ASAL 
zones both spatially and temporally. Different regions and communities were reportedly 
affected at different times.   Cases of food shortages being experienced in some areas and not 
others were common in both the FEWS and WFP reports.   
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For instance the 2002-4 WFP report indicated that: 
A final report on the short rains assessments was endorsed by the Kenya Food 
Security Meeting (KFSM) on 24th January.  The assessment found that most areas of 
Kenya have started to recover from the droughts of 1999 and 2000.  The food security 
situation in the country has improved, but some parts of the country mainly arid and 
semiarid areas will continue to need relief food assistance until October 2002. (WFP 
Emergency Report No. 2002-4). 
 
On its part, the May 2001 FEWS update reported that: 
Increased availability of key grazing resources (water, pasture and browse) has been 
attributed to fair rainfall in several areas of the severely drought affected western 
pastoral districts of Turkana, Marsabit, Samburu, Moyale and eastern Isiolo.  In 
contrast, several parts of the eastern pastoral districts of Wajir, Garissa and 
Mandera have reported continued food insecurity resulting from low and poorly 
distributed rainfall. (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update May 11 2001,1). 
 
Similarly, the January 2004 FEWS report indicated that: 
The food security of western pastoralists and farm households in coastal marginal 
agricultural areas has deteriorated to worrisome levels following the failure of the 
short-rains season and the cumulative effect of previous poor seasons. In contrast, 
food security of eastern  pastoralists and arable farm households in highland areas 
has improved significantly following favorable long and short-rains seasons during 
2003 (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Report Jan 8 2004,1). 
 
During the same period when pastoralists in North Eastern Province were reported to 
be experiencing improved food security, World Food Program reports indicated deteriorating 
food situation in other places such as Marsabit, Turkana, Baringo, Ukambani, Kwale, Kilifi, 
Malindi and Taita Taveta.  In April 2004, nutritional assessments coordinated by UNICEF in 
some ASAL districts showed that 184,000 people were highly vulnerable to famine.  By 
2005, WFP reports indicated that while some parts of north western Kenya had recovered 
from drought, areas like Wajir, Garissa, Tana River, Kajiado, Moyale, Marsabit and Turkana 
showed significant deterioration in household food security.  At the same time FEWS reports 
indicated that malnutrition rates in Wajir district were nearing World Health Organizations 
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(WHO) threshold for critical condition.  These variations are a reflection of the 
heterogeneous nature of the dynamics that shape a region’s food situation. 
 
6.2 Food Production 
The declining performance in the agricultural sector and subsequent decline in food 
production in the country were cited by most of the documents as being the main causes of 
severe food shortages.  According to the 2006 Draft National Food and Nutrition Policy 
(NFNP), per capita food production has declined by over 12% in the last three decades.  The 
production of maize (the country’s major staple) has been increasing at 1% while 
consumption has been increasing by 3% per annum.  Table 6.1 shows the estimated 
production of selected food crops between 1998 and 2006. 
 
Table 6.1: Estimated Production of selected Food crops 1998 - 2006 
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Source:  Economic Surveys 1998 – 2006 
* Data were not available for the other food crops 
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Although the production for most of the food crops keeps fluctuating, maize 
production seems to be on a steady increase since 2002.  While maize production appears to 
have been on a decline between 1998 and 2001, it rose steadily by over 10 million bags 
between 2002 and 2006.  Incidentally, this rise in maize production coincides with the 
change in the administration from the Moi to the Kibaki era.   However, despite these 
recorded improvements in maize production, the country still experienced a major food crisis 
in 2004/2006. 
Declining food production is attributed to a number of causes as reflected in some of 
the documents.  Extreme weather conditions, notably drought and floods, the high cost of 
agricultural inputs, degraded lands, pests and diseases were often cited in the documents as 
the main causes of this decline.  According to the 2000 Economic Survey, “maize production 
recorded a 11 million deficit due to insufficient rainfall, low supply of quality seeds, high 
cost of farm inputs, poor crop husbandry and weak extension services” (Economic Survey 
2000).  Similarly, the National Development plan (2002-2008) stated that, “in recent years, 
production of food crops has been declining due to unfavorable policies, weather variability, 
liberalization, marketing constraints, high costs of inputs and static technologies” (National 
Development Plan, 2002 – 2008, 24).   These identified causes of declining food production 
are outlined below: 
 
6.2.1 Weather 
Unfavorable weather in the form of floods and drought, also referred to in some of the 
documents as natural disasters, was cited as the single most important cause of declining 
food production (National Development Plan 2002 – 2008, 23-24; 2006 Draft National Food 
and Nutrition Policy, 6; 1998 Economic Survey; 1999 Economic Survey; 2000 Economic 
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Survey; 2001 Economic Survey).   For instance the poor maize harvests in 1997 were 
attributed to drought and floods.  The 1997/ 98 El Nino rains and La Nina drought were 
blamed for the poor maize yields and livestock diseases.  Similarly, a major decline in the 
agricultural sector production in 1999 and 2000 was attributed to drought.  Deteriorating 
pastoral livelihoods were attributed to the consecutive poor rain seasons. 
Many parts of Kenya experience two rainy seasons in a year – the long rains and the 
short rains.  The long rainy season that starts in March and ends in May is critical for the 
“grain basket” districts (Nakuru, Kericho, Bomet, Nandi, Uasin Gishu and Trans Nzoia) 
which produce up to 50% of the long rains maize output which is also nearly 40% of the 
national annual output of maize.  Hence failure of adequate long rains results in huge deficits 
in the production of maize as was seen in 1999, 2000 and 2004.  On the other hand, the short 
rains season that runs from October to December is the most important season for the 
drought prone areas in Eastern and parts of Coast province.  The implication of this situation 
is that during the years with favorable long rains and unfavorable short rains, the annual 
cereal output is fairly good, masking poor production in the marginal areas.  Consequently, 
severe household food insecurity is seen to be present in the ASAL areas even in years when 
the nation is reporting high cereal productivity.  Such was the case in 2001/2002 when the 
National Cereals and Produce Board (NCPB) exported 50,000 metric tons of maize to South 
Africa at a time when World Food Program (WFP) was conducting emergency operations 
(EMOP) in several pastoral districts. 
For pastoral communities, adverse weather affects food security both directly and 
indirectly.  Consecutive seasons of poor rains mean that there is reduced pasture, browse and 
water leading to loss of livestock and subsequent decline in livelihoods.  For instance in 
November 2000, FEWS reports stated that 40% of the small stock had been lost due to 
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drought.   Similarly, in March 2006, an estimated 50% of cattle, 30% of sheep and goats and 
15% of camels had died due to lack of water and forage.  Furthermore, reduced food 
production in the arable farming areas implies that there is less food available in the markets 
thus raising the prices of the available food and making it out of reach for the poor.   Floods 
also hamper pastoralists’ access to food by making it impossible to move food from the food 
surplus areas to the food deficit areas.  (Access to food is a critical aspect of food security for 
ASAL communities and data relating to this aspect is analyzed later in this chapter.)  Lack of 
preparedness to deal with effects of weather emergencies compounds their impact in the 
ASAL areas as indicated in the NFNP that, “drought in ASAL has often resulted in mass 
deaths of animals due to lack of appropriate markets and lack of emergency livestock 
protection measures” (NFNP Draft 2006, 26).  This situation depicts a case where lack of 
physical capital in the form of reliable infrastructure and markets impedes the ability of these 
communities to deal with ecological uncertainties resulting in food crises.    
However, although poor weather is a plausible reason for declining food production, 
performance in different sub-sectors is not consistent with this hypothesis.    The following 
observations were made from Economic Surveys on the trends of horticultural produce, other 
cash crops and maize production. 
• 1997 – production of all major food crops (maize beans, potatoes, sorghum 
and millet) fell while sugarcane production increased and the area under tea 
for small holders and estates increased by 4.3%  
• 1998 – maize and wheat production rose, while production of coffee, 
horticultural crops, pyrethrum and sisal fell  
• 1999 – maize and wheat production fell while the quantity of horticultural 
exports rose by 26.4% 
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• 2000 – maize, beans potatoes and sorghum  production decreased by 12% 
while the quantity of horticultural exports increased from 99.0 thousand tons 
in 1999 to 99.2 thousand tons 
• 2001 – maize and wheat production increased, coffee production declined 
• 2002 – maize and wheat production decreased, volume of horticultural exports 
increased from 98.9 thousand tons in 2001 to 121.1 thousand tons 
• 2003 – increased production of maize; horticultural produce went up. 
• 2004 – maize production decreased by 15% while the export volume for 
horticultural produce increased from 133.2 thousand tons in 2003 to 166.1 in 
2004. 
• 2005 – maize production increased by 11.4 % while the export volume for 
horticultural produce increased by 12.1%. 
This pattern shows significant variations in the different sub sectors that do not seem 
to correlate with the fluctuations in weather.  This questions the widely held notion that poor 
weather is responsible for the declining food production in those areas. Lofchie (1975) 
referred to this phenomenon as Africa’s agrarian paradox and questioned the tendency of 
African governments to blame the weather during famines while at the same time their 
countries were exporting high value cash crops like coffee and tea.   The horticulture industry 
in Kenya is dominated by major corporations and individuals who are well off financially 
and have political clout which gives them a vantage position to demand favorable policies 
while at the same time having command over enormous amounts of resources.  This could 
possibly explain why such a sector is able to do well even in years when the maize sector is 
doing poorly. 
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 Furthermore, the impact of some extreme weather events on food production is 
clouded by contradictions within and across documents.   One such contradiction was evident 
in the 1998 and 1999 Economic Surveys in which both the decline and expansion in food 
production during those two years were attributed to the El Nino phenomenon.  The 1998 
Economic Survey reported that: 
Drought in the late 1996 and early 1997 coupled with abnormally heavy rains all 
over the country during the last quarter of 1997 caused by the El Nino weather 
phenomenon adversely affected agricultural sector.  As a result, the production of 
virtually all agricultural commodities registered significant declines.  This tightened 
the food supply situation prompting the government to declare parts of the country 
national disaster zones and to provide relief food, maize seeds and tools for planting.  
The El Nino rains resulted in spectacular and very destructive floods that led to 
massive crop and livestock losses in most parts of the country  (1998 Economic 
Survey, 123). 
 
On the contrary, the 1999 Economic Survey indicated that:  
Overall output growth at current prices in agriculture increased by 7.6 per cent from 
K£ 7,580.7 million in 1997 to K£8,154.3 million in 1998.  Consequently, the Gross 
Domestic Product for the agricultural sector in real terms went up from a revised 
1.0% in 1997 to 1.5% in 1998.   The abnormal El Nino rains during the first half of 
the year boosted the production of tea, sugar cane, maize and wheat  (1999 Economic 
Survey, 111). 
 
Such inconsistencies could imply the relationship between poor weather and 
declining food production is not as simple as it may look but that other factors play a critical 
role in determining the direction of this relationship.  This view is supported by the 2004 
Draft National Policy for the Sustainable Development of Arid and Semi Arid Lands of 
Kenya (NPSDASALs) in which it is indicated that, “Drought alone cannot explain the 
changes in ASALs.  Political and economic changes which pattern the contours and define 
the outcomes of ecological phenomena play a significant role”.  This Draft Policy 
acknowledges the role that politics and economic factors play in shaping the food outcomes, 
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a perspective that seems to be lacking in the other policy documents.  The NPSDASALS 
policy was drafted after the Kibaki government took over power and could therefore be a 
reflection of the change in government perception of the causes of food insecurity.                                          
 
6.2.2 Agricultural Inputs 
Another factor that was constantly cited as being the cause of declining food 
productivity is the high cost of agricultural inputs.  While agricultural inputs are a 
prerequisite for increased agricultural production, their ever-rising costs make them out of 
reach especially for the small-scale farmers.   Table 6.2 shows a steady increase in the price 
of purchased agricultural inputs between 1998 and 2005.   
 
Table 6.2:  Value of purchased inputs sold to the agricultural sector in KShs.  
(in Millions) 
 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 
Material 
Inputs 
10985 11421 11666 13840 14280 14667 16002 17084 
Service 
Inputs 
489 504 471 538 538 565 571 583 
Total 
Inputs 
11475 11925 12137 14382 14818 15232 16573 17667 
    Source: Economic Surveys 1998 - 2005 
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The 2006 Economic Survey summarized the impact of the cost of inputs thus: 
The quantity and pricing of agricultural inputs have profound effect in the resultant 
level and competitiveness of agricultural production.   High costs of production have 
often inhibited agricultural growth (Economic Survey 2006, 144). 
 
Despite these limitations, increased use of agricultural inputs, which are mostly imported, 
was still stated as one of the solutions to declining food production.  The Draft NFNP 
pledged to “support and promote farming systems that enhance sustainable food production 
with particular attention to increasing soil fertility, integrated pest management, appropriate 
land use systems, afforestation and agro-biodiversity” (Draft NFNP 2006, 6).  The National 
Development Plan 2002 – 2008 also supported the increased use of fertilizers and certified 
seeds to increase yields (National Development Plan 2002 – 2008, 24).   The need to increase 
the use of fertilizers and other inputs becomes imperative with declining soil fertility due to 
continuous cultivation.  This is even more critical in areas where mono-cropping of maize 
has depleted the soil of valuable nutrients.   
The high cost of inputs is one of the effects of the Structural Adjustment Programs 
where the government was required to withdraw subsidies from farm inputs.  Gitu (2004) 
stated that “the removal of subsidies resulted in increased costs of farm inputs making it 
difficult for farmers to increase or even maintain previous production levels from the same 
amount of land” (Gitu 2004, pg 42).  Previously, the government not only set price guidelines 
for these inputs but also subsidized their costs and made them affordable to many of the 
small scale farmers.      
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6.2.3 Land Degradation 
Land degradation was also cited as one of the causes of declining food production.  
However, there is a lack of consensus between key government documents on the causes of 
land degradation.  In describing the situation in the ASAL areas, the 2006 Draft NFNP 
attributed the observed land degradation in these areas to mismanagement by stating that “the 
natural resources (in the ASALs) are subjected to degradation due to unsustainable land 
management practices”.  The document further states that: 
Cultivation of crops and raising of different types of livestock species have resulted in 
land degradation.  The depletion of vegetation cover has affected water quality and 
its availability thus exacerbating soil erosion and land degradation. (NFNP 2006 
Draft, 27-28). 
 
The 2003 policy document on Economic Recovery for Wealth and Employment Creation 
Strategy (ERS) reiterated this viewpoint and attributed such land degradation to the lack of 
appropriate policy on natural resource management in ASAL areas.  However, the 2004 
Draft National Policy for sustainable development of ASALs (SDASALS) decried such 
persistent claims which perceive pastoralists as primitive and inefficient users of natural 
resources as myths that have “contributed to ineffective approaches to development in the 
ASAL areas” (p. 16). 
According to the ASAL policy, land degradation in the ASAL areas is an effect of 
global climate change and not the activities of the communities living in these areas.  The 
policy reinforces this argument by stating that “long term satellite monitoring suggests that 
degradation is due to long term climatic trends” (pg 16).  However, the same policy 
contradicts itself later by stating that “poor knowledge and awareness of proper management 
of natural resources” is one of the causes of declining natural resource base in the ASAL 
areas.    This double-speak, contradictions and inconsistencies are indications of the 
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conflicting discourses underlying the policies.  Implementation of such policies becomes an 
uphill task in the absence of the same perspective on the issues in question. 
 
6.3 Food Access 
While declining food production seems to be an issue affecting food security in the 
whole country, the situation in the ASAL areas is compounded by poor access to the 
available food.   Some of the key factors presented in the documents as affecting access to 
food included poor marketing and infrastructure, poverty, land tenure issues and ethnic 
conflicts.  Data relating to these issues is analyzed in this section. 
 
6.3.1 Poor Marketing and Infrastructure 
Lack of, or poor management (maintenance) of infrastructure such as roads, phones 
and electricity make it difficult to move food from the food surplus areas to the food deficit 
areas. Consequently, poorly established food markets contribute to the large discrepancies in 
the prices of food between the ASAL areas and the rest of the country.  Table 6.3 shows the 
variations in the prices of maize in different provinces during the two harvest seasons of 
September and March.   Declining trends in the price of maize are apparent in Eastern and 
Nyanza provinces during March and September seasons respectively.  Both provinces have a 
number of ASAL districts.  Incidentally, the price changes in Rift Valley, the country’s bread 






Table 6.3: Variations in Maize prices (Kshs. per Kg) 1997 - 2005 
Province* Season 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 
Mar. 18.26 19.63 14.60 17.2 13.8 8.9 10.8 15.8 13.8 Eastern 
Sept 16.06 12.82 13.60 19.2 10.0 9.0 15.0 20.2 16.5 
Mar. 24.70 23.53 18.75 27.0 27.0 22.0 18.2 20.9 21.5 Coast 
Sept. 21.83 25.45 19.70 29.3 19.4 15.4 19.3 20.8 20.4 
Mar. 19.01 12.87 12.84 15.6 17.4 10.5 12.7 17.4 20.7 Central 
Sept. 15.93 12.87 13.40   21.6 12.5 12.0 17.3 20.9 17.7 
Mar. 18.72 12.42 13.60 17.0 19.5 9.6 14.6 19.4 20.5 Rift 
Valley Sept. 16.03 13.04 12.70 15.5 14.5 12.0 16.9 23.1 17.0 
Mar. 18.90 14.24 14.60 13.2 13.3 8.1 15.2 16.7 16.2 Nyanza 
Sept. 20.39 16.20 13.30 14.8 9.9 11.1 13.0 17.6 14.3 
Mar 17.22 13.10 13.20 14.5 14.5 7.7 13.8 17.9 16.0 Western 
Sept. 10.71 14.02 12.90 15.0 6.5 10.5 13.1 17.9 14.4 
Source: Economic Surveys 1997 - 2005 
* No data available for North Eastern Province 
 
Similarly, Figure 6.1 shows the discrepancies in the prices of maize across four 
representative markets in June 2005.  Eldoret market represents markets in the heart of the 
grain basket zone in the Rift Valley while Nairobi represents urban markets.  Kitui and Wajir 
represent the drought affected southeastern lowland and the pastoral markets respectively 
(agropastoral and pastoral areas).  While maize prices tended to be stable in Nairobi and 
Eldoret, Wajir experienced extremely erratic prices, peaking in October when the price was 
almost double the price in the other areas. Kitui also experienced erratic price fluctuations 
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with the lowest prices being recorded in February of 2004 and the highest in November.  
These figures support the Economic survey data in Table 6.3, which show that maize prices 
in Eastern province in 2004 were lower in March than in September. 
                                                                                                                                                                              
 
Fig. 6.1: Maize trends across the country 
Source: FEWS report June 2005 
 
The FEWS report for October 2000 indicated that;  
Maize prices have characteristically declined during the current harvest period in 
'grain-basket' districts of western Kenya, stabilized in key urban markets, but 
appreciated further in the interior markets of the severely drought-affected marginal 
agricultural districts (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update, October 15, 2000,1) 
 
This point of view was again reiterated in the November 2001 FEWS report: 
The disparity in maize prices across different agro ecological zones is significant and 
continues to point out weak market integration particularly between the deficit 
pastoral and surplus high potential agricultural markets in the Rift Valley Districts” 
(FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update, November 7 2001, 5). 
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The implication of these extremely inflated prices in the marginal areas is increased 
vulnerability to food insecurity for the poor in those areas.  This was in fact pointed out in the 
May 2004 FEWS report: 
While surplus producers in the Rift Valley province are benefiting from favorable 
prices which provide them with incentives to expand production, up to 60% of 
Kenyans are net consumers and these prohibitive maize prices pose a threat to their 
food security (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Report, May 6 2004, 4). 
 
It is apparent that the liberalized economy has had a major impact on the maize market and 
subsequent access by the consumers.  Following market liberalization in the agricultural 
sector in the 1990s, government control on pricing of cereals and other foodstuffs was 
eliminated leaving the market forces to dictate the prices through demand and supply as is 
expected in a free market economy.  Prior to liberalization, surplus maize producers in the 
grain basket delivered their harvests to the National Cereals and Produce Board (NCPB), the 
official government custodian for the strategic grain reserves.  After liberalization, there was 
an influx of private millers and although the NCPB is still the custodian of the strategic grain 
reserves, it also now doubles as a commercial enterprise, struggling to survive in a free 
market economy.  Lack of sufficient funds is a major impediment to the board’s operations.  
For instance in 1997, the board was unable to replenish its stocks because private millers 
were offering a higher buying price per bag (90kg) of maize.   In December 2003, FEWS 
report stated this: 
Nevertheless, the National Cereals and Produce Board (NCPB) is facing difficulty 
replenishing its depleted stocks.  Current NCPB stocks are estimated at 27,000 MT, 
yet the national SGR (Strategic Grain Reserve) requirement is 270,000 MT.  The 
NCPB is unable to compete with traders and millers who are offering producers more 
favorable prices, timely payments while demanding less stringent grain quality 
requirements.  Traders from north western Tanzania have also entered the Kenyan 
market and have purchased an estimated 30,000 MT of maize during the month, 
further damaging NCPB's bargaining position.  Because of this, the GoK will find it 
difficult to respond to a food crisis or to intervene in the market in case prices 
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supersede average levels by a large amount.  Furthermore, the GoK will not be able 
to track grain movements when most of the maize is in the hands of traders, many of 
them involved in unreported cross-border trade (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security 
Dec 5 2003, 2). 
 
Given this kind of scenario, the proposal by the 2006 Draft NFNP to allocate and ring 
fence funds for maintenance of strategic reserves may not be sufficient to ensure that the 
government is ready to address food shortages.  It appears that efforts by the government to 
spur local food production and at the same time keep the consumer prices low is extremely 
challenging given the dynamics of a liberalized market economy as indicated in the August 
2001 FEWS report: 
The maize market is now faced with the fine balancing act of providing favorable 
price incentives to major producers while maintaining prices at levels affordable to 
the severely drought affected households in Eastern and Northern Kenya  (FEWS 
NET Kenya Food Security Update, August 7, 2001, 6). 
 
This raises questions on not only the efficiency of the state but also its willingness to come 
up with measures that would counteract the negative effects of free markets on a 
marginalized people’s food security. 
Although NFNP implies that the state controlled environment that characterized the 
pre- liberalization era was unhealthy for effective implementation of previous food policies, 
the Economic Recovery Strategy, from which NFNP draws “relevant materials” states 
otherwise.  According to the Strategy and the National Development Plan 2002 - 2008, one 
of the reasons for the declining agricultural productivity that has plagued Kenya over the last 
decade is lack of capacity by the private sector to take over functions previously performed 
by the state after liberalization.   This contradiction between these policy documents 
questions the role of liberalization on Kenya’s food security.  Implementation of IMF and 
World Bank’s Structural Adjustment programs in Kenya began in the early eighties.  
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According to Meinlink (1996), retail prices of the basic foods also significantly went up 
during this period as a direct result of the reforms that were implemented in the agricultural 
sector.  Maize prices went up by 240%, wheat 176%, sugar 87%, milk 162% and tea 158%.   
Consequently, poorer households such as pastoralists, who usually spent a higher proportion 
of their income on staple foods, have suffered most, thereby compromising their livelihoods.   
 
6.3.2 Poverty 
High poverty levels in Kenya’s rural and urban areas pose another major challenge to 
access to food by most Kenyans.  In 2003, the GOK defined the absolute poverty line as “the 
minimum standard required of an individual to fulfill his or her minimum recommended 
calorific requirement and basic non-food needs”.  An estimated 56% of all Kenyans live 
below the poverty line and this figure is as high as 65% in the ASAL areas.     Quoting from 
the Kenya Short Rains assessment (February 2005), the NFNP reiterated that  “underlying 
structural poverty and increasing vulnerability to external events exacerbate food insecurity” 
(Draft NFNP 2006, 23). 
Furthermore, evidence from the 2003 Economic Survey indicates that economic 
liberalization, structural adjustment and globalization have contributed to the widening of the 
gap between the rich and the poor and the conditions of the poor have worsened especially in 
the ASAL areas.   The Survey further states that the scope and nature of government 
intervention on behalf of the poor has been reduced due to structural adjustment deregulation 
and commercialization and increased reliance on the private sector.  This stand seems to 
contradict the NFNP stand as far as the impact of market liberalization is concerned. 
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In ASAL areas, recurrent incidences of drought have eroded livelihoods to the point 
where the viability of pastoralism as a livelihood strategy in the arid areas, is persistently 
questioned in some of the reports.  The October 2000 FEWS report stated that: 
As the dry season comes to an end, livestock mortalities have risen to serious 
levels and markets have collapsed in the worst-hit areas. The near total depletion 
of pasture and browse, coupled with exceptional trekking distances, has taken its 
toll on pastoralists and livestock. Pastoralism will no longer be a viable 
livelihood for some pastoralists if the coming rainy season fails (FEWS NET 
Kenya Food Security Update, October 15, 2000, 1). 
 
This view was also echoed in the June 2004 FEWS report which stated that, “over the past 
two decades, significant deterioration in the food security of pastoralists has been the key 
feature of pastoralism, raising doubts over the viability of pastoralism as a way of life” 
(FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update June 14, 2001, 4).  Underlying poverty due to 
disintegrated livelihoods therefore seems to be a leading cause of food insecurity in these 
areas and not necessarily unavailability of food.  This point of view is reinforced in the 
October 2004 report, which stated that, “Most households do not have sufficient income to 
purchase whatever food is available and so increased food supply will not necessarily lead to 
improved food security” (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Report, October5, 2004, 4). The 
problem of poverty is also manifest in unequal distribution of productive resources within the 
community as indicated in the 2006 Draft NFNP: 
Poverty in Kenya is also associated with inequitable access to the means of 
production (land and capital) and hence unfair distribution of wealth (NFNP 
2006 Draft, 35). 
 
6.3.3 Land Tenure Issues 
The inability to access productive resources such as land is a major contributor to 
food insecurity in the ASAL areas.  Maxwell and Wiebe (1998) described land tenure as 
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consisting of the social relations and institutions governing access to and ownership of land 
and natural resources.  In Kenya, landholding arrangements are currently in three legal 
categories; Government land, Private land and Trust land.  Trust land is the dominant tenure 
arrangement in pastoral areas (Draft SDASALs 2004, 34).  Under this tenure arrangement, 
the rights and interests of local communities are easily ignored and this has seen a trend of 
giving away Trust land through local adjudication processes and allocation of chunks of land 
to individuals or government institutions (Ibid).  Unclear land laws and land tenure systems 
have therefore compromised the rights and needs of communities in these regions.  As the 
2004 Draft SDASALs indicates, “Pastoralists have lost their land to wildlife conservation, 
military exercise grounds and other areas”.   This is echoed in the 2006 Draft NFNP, “Some 
communities in the ASALs have lost access to land due to protected areas (national parks)” 
(Draft NFNP 2006, 34).  These two documents have a consensus on the fact that land has 
been lost but cite different reasons for the loss posing a challenge as to how such an issue 
would be addressed.    
 Encroachment onto grazing land by agropastoral and agricultural communities has 
also compounded the problem of access to grazing land.   The policy documents were in 
consensus on the need to protect the needs or pastoral communities.  Hence some of the 
solutions to the land tenure problems included: 
i. Discouraging the subdivision of ranches and develop policy guidelines to halt 
further encroachment onto pastoral land 
ii. The government will undertake data based inventories of the nature of tenure 
arrangements 
iii. Investigate and declare a moratorium in all Trust land areas, halting any ongoing 
adjudication processes 
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iv. Establish credible land control boards that are acceptable and respected by local 
communities. 
 The SDASALs policy draft pointed out the need to safeguard grazing land in order to 
ensure the sustainability of pastoral livelihoods: 
If common property rights approach to utilization of resources is abandoned, the vast 
majority of pastoralists stand to lose as present livestock numbers cannot be 
maintained unless access is assured to spatially and temporally variable resources 
(Draft 2004 SDASALS, 34). 
 
This step is necessary to curb the declining access to grazing land by the pastoralist 
communities. 
Declining access to grazing land has forced some pastoralists into survival strategies 
that are viewed as being destructive to the environment: 
Uncharacteristically, during the past few years, Maasai pastoralists have degraded 
their environment by  cutting down trees for charcoal production, largely as an 
alternative income-generating strategy.  Subsequently, deforestation has contributed 
to increased incidence of poor rainfall culminating in extended drought periods 
(FEWS NET, Kenya Food Security Update, June 14, 2001, 5-6). 
 
This point of view, which attributes the apparent environmental degradation to the resource 
restricted pastoralists, is reiterated in the 2000 Economic survey: 
The interaction of the poor and the environment has resulted in undesirable 
consequences that have contributed to the worsened poverty situation in the country.  
As a result of poverty, the poor engage in activities such as poor farming practice, 
burning of trees for charcoal, cutting trees for firewood, which affect weather 
patterns, and increasing pressure on soil potential. As a matter of survival, the rural 
population tends to overexploit the land and water resources (GOK 2000 Economic 
Survey pg. 142). 
 
Furthermore, the pressure on the available resources due to increasing land scarcity has been 
a major cause for ethnic tensions and conflicts.  This has in turn complicated the food 
security situation in these areas. 
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6.3.4 Ethnic Tensions/Conflicts 
As mentioned in the previous subsection, ethnic tensions and conflicts stem from 
competition over resources such as pasture and water.  Ethnic tensions and conflicts 
exacerbate food insecurity by not only hindering physical access to food but also prevent 
pastoralists from accessing dry season grazing land.   The 2006 Draft NFNP stated that, 
“increased conflicts and wars between various communities especially in the ASAL areas is a 
major manmade contributing factor to food emergency” (Draft NFNP 2006, 23).  Livelihood 
strategies are compromised due to insecurity as indicated in the July 2003 FEWS NET 
report: 
Productive activities of the pastoral/fisher folk have also been undermined by conflict 
with fishermen losing equipment to raiders and unable to harvest fish during the 
night due to insecurity (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update, July 10, 2003, 4). 
 
Furthermore, physical access to food markets and grazing areas are also hindered as was 
reported in the February, 2005 FEWS NET report: 
Reciprocal livestock raiding, particularly in the western pastoral districts has 
undermined rebuilding of the pastoral economy even during good seasons.  
Pastoralists are confined to 'safe' grazing areas and the normal seasonal migration 
patterns, which helped people take advantage of good grazing areas, no longer 
apply.  Pastoralists in the western districts have limited access to key markets, 
because they often need to trek around hostile territory to access more lucrative 
markets (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update February 15 2005, 4). 
 
Consequently, it becomes difficult for pastoralist livelihoods to recover as stated in the 
October 2002 FEWS NET report:  
Increased livestock raiding continues to threaten the tentative recovery of 
pastoralists.  In September, raids in Turkana, Isiolo and Samburu districts resulted in 




Incidentally, conflict incidences in pastoral districts heighten as the dry season 
reaches its peak and areas prone to conflict tend to correlate with areas reporting high rates of 
child malnutrition.   However, ethnic conflicts have also been politically instigated causing 
social unrest and diverting people from productive activities (2006 Draft NFNP, 35).  The 
inability of certain communities in both pastoral and non-pastoral areas in Kenya to engage 
in productive activities could partly be a contributing factor in low food production in the 
country as a whole.  Consequently, food imports have become an important aspect of food 
security in both pastoral and non-pastoral areas in Kenya 
 
6.3.5 Food Imports 
 Food trade locally, regionally and internationally were viewed as critical factors in 
determining access to food.  The government has to import substantial amounts of maize 
each year to make up for the deficits in production.   Table 6.4 shows the trends in the 
amounts of maize imported between 1997 and 2005.  Overall, maize imports tend to be high 
during years of recorded poor production except in 2001 when maize production was 30 










Table 6.4: Maize imports vs. production 










1,101.1 774 73.5 409.4 308.6 13.4 12.2 241.8 49.6 
Source:  Economic Surveys 1997- 2005 
 
 The 2006 Draft NFNP states that the country is spending a large proportion of its 
export earnings on food imports and incurring a high import bill hence worsening its balance 
of payments position.  This is a critical observation given that the country is trying to recover 
economically. 
 The dual role of the NCPB as the government’s custodian of strategic reserves and as 
a commercial entity seems to have compounded food trade in Kenya.   It appears that NCPB 
is bent on safeguarding its commercial interests at the expense of the country’s food security.  
This seems to have been the case in 2002 when NCPB was compelled to export maize to 
South Africa despite projections of reduced maize production as was reported in the  
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June 2002 FEWS NET report:   
The NCPB plans to export up to 50,000 MT to southern Africa, which is facing severe 
food shortages.  At least 25,000 MT have been loaded for shipment to date.  Besides 
meeting the pressing needs in southern Africa, this will be advantageous to Kenyan 
farmers, as exports will assist the NCPB in meeting part of its outstanding payments 
to maize farmers and also reduce the supply glut in Kenya (FEWS NET, Kenya Food 
Security Update, June 10, 2002, 4). 
 
While this move was justified as being an economic necessity on the part of the board, it does 
not adequately justify why the government had to spent the scarce revenue by importing 13.4 
thousand metric tonnes of maize during the same year. 
The inability to produce food and/or access it when needed are the two broad factors 
that hinder food insecurity in the ASAL areas.  The government and her development 
partners, therefore, are compelled to implement measures to address the food crises in these 
areas.  These measures, which include importation and distribution of food aid/relief, are the 
subject of the next section of this data analysis. 
 
6.4 Food Aid and Relief as a Solution to Food Insecurity 
  Most of the communities in the ASAL areas have come to rely on food aid and relief 
for their food needs.  During extreme food shortages such as the one experienced in 
2005/2006, GOK issues an international appeal for aid and WFP receives and distributes 
most of the multilateral aid through Emergency Operations (EMOPS) as depicted in this 
October 2004 FEWS NET report: 
Since November 2003, the Government of Kenya (GoK) has distributed substantial 
amounts of relief food - more than 75,000 MT to over 1.5 million beneficiaries - to 
drought-affected pastoral and marginal agricultural districts.  By early October, the 
GoK began to hand over emergency distributions to WFP under the EMOP.  This 
transition is expected to take a few weeks.  By the end of October, all targeted 
districts should be covered by the EMOP and lead agencies will take over 
distribution (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Report, Oct 5, 2004, 2).  
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There are four categories of food distribution under WFP EMOPs; general food 
distribution which targets the most vulnerable members of the communities, food for work 
(FFW) which helps to transition from relief food assistance to utilization of food as a 
mechanism for rehabilitation and development, supplementary feeding for infants and 
lactating mothers and school feeding programs for the school going children.  Projects 
implemented under EMOP FFW include construction and desilting of dams, soil 
conservation, irrigation and terracing.  WFP in collaboration with GOK identifies the districts 
that are worst hit by the crisis and initiates food relief/aid efforts in the identified districts.   
Since WFP does not cover all the areas that have need of aid, GOK is then charged 
with the responsibility of distributing food relief in those areas where WFP does not reach 
and at the same time give donations to the WFP EMOP programs.   WFP receives donations 
from GOK and international donors and then subcontracts NGOs for distribution of the food. 
Other NGOs, funded through bilateral donations also carry out emergency food distributions 
in some of these areas alongside WFP.  These organizations include Oxfam(Great Britain), 
Medicins Sans Frontieres (MSF) Belgium, Catholic Relief Services, World Vision 
International and Christian Children’s Fund among others.    The US and GOK are the major 
donors of food aid that is distributed by WFP.  Other key donors include Britain through its 
Department for International Development (DFID), Canada through the Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA), Japan through the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA), the Netherlands, Australia through the Australian Agency for 
International Development (AusAID), African Development Bank (ADB) among others.   
According to 2006 Draft NFNP, the general objective of the emergency relief and 
safety nets policy is “to ensure increased availability and access of food for vulnerable 
populations through predictable, timely and adequate transfers, public work programs, input 
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support, and protection and management of livestock to chronically food insecure people” 
(pg. 23).  The draft policy identifies three major concerns regarding food aid programs in 
Kenya as lack of timeliness, high costs of delivery, administration and leakages in the 
distribution and reduction in domestic production as a result of lowered prices.   
WFP food aid operations are carried out through Emergency Operations (EMOP), 
which are initiated as a response to crisis situations.  Between 2000 and 2006, Famine Early 
Warning reports indicated that there were two major WFP EMOPs implemented in the area 
with the first one running from March 2000 up to October 2002.  During its operation, 
670,000 metric tons of food worth $300 million was distributed.  At its peak, it benefited 4.4 
million people in 22 districts.   The next EMOP exercise was launched in September 2004 in 
response to an appeal by President Kibaki in July 2004 for international aid.   In between the 
two EMOPs, GOK and WFP carried out joint food relief distributions under the Disaster 
Preparedness Fund in the Office of the President.  Under this program, GOK distributed 
75,000 metric tons of food to over 1.5 million beneficiaries in drought affected pastoral and 
marginal agricultural districts between November 2003 and October 2004.   This implies that 
there are regions in ASAL Kenya that were on food relief/ aid for over six consecutive years.  
These areas include, but not limited to, Isiolo, Turkana, Mandera, Garissa, Marsabit and 
West Pokot. 
One of the major challenges that GOK and WFP encounter during emergencies is the 
insufficient donor funding or late response to appeals.  In some cases the available food 
cannot be distributed to the beneficiaries due to lack of funds for transportation as was  
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indicated in the June 2002 FEWS NET report:  
Although many pastoral communities are unable to cope without food aid, the 
pipeline situation for maize remains critical - no food distribution was possible in 
May.  The total shortfall in donor pledges until the end of the emergency program in 
October presently stands at around 50,000 MT.  The GoK remains willing to pledge 
maize to the EMOP, but cash contributions are urgently needed to cover the 
secondary transport and distribution costs  (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security 
Update, June 10, 2002, 6). 
 
Inevitably, the whole process of acquiring and distributing food is quite costly. The 
draft policy on the Sustainable Development of ASALs (SDASALs) states that  during  the 
2000/ 2001 fiscal year, the government spent 10.5 billion Kenyan Shilling on food relief 
(excluding WFPs and other stakeholders contributions) while the NFNP reported that the 
1999/2000 drought cost an estimated US $ 300 million in food aid alone.  The 2000/2002 
EMOP distributed a total of 670,000 tons of food at a cost of US $ 300 million and between 
September 2005 and March 2006, WFP needed US $ 36.2 million for the food aid programs.    
However, some of the budgets seem extremely inflated, probably due to associated 
administrative and overhead costs.  For instance in 2001, WFP received more than US 
$200,000 to purchase hand tools for the Food for Work projects in one of the ASAL districts.   
One of the concerns of the National Food and Nutrition policy regarding food aid is 
that it discourages domestic production.  Food aid distributed by WFP and other 
humanitarian agencies suppresses demand for local produce causing the prices to drop.  This 
situation is made worse by the fact that most of the donations received by WFP are in kind 
rather than cash, limiting the possibility that local produce can be purchased by aid agencies 
to prevent drastic price reductions.   
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This is reflected in this February 2002 FEWS NET report: 
WFP’s ability to buy local surplus maize is limited by donor pledges that are 
normally in kind rather than in cash coupled with the fact that local maize remains 
uncompetitive after adding the cost of delivery to affected areas and may not meet 
WFP’s tendering specifications (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update, February 
22, 2002, 6). 
 
This point is reinforced further in the August 2001 FEWS NET report which stated that, “due 
to the glut in the maize in the country, the GOK has appealed to donors to procure their 
EMOP maize donations from local markets or alternatively, contribute other commodities 
other than maize.” (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update, August 7, 2001, pg. 6). 
The high cost of maize produced in Kenya due to high production costs also contributes to 
WFP’s decision to source their supply from outside the country as shown in the October 
2001 FEWS NET report:  
WFP would like to fill the maize deficit from the local market. However, Kenya’s 
maize prices are higher than those of neighboring countries.  Furthermore, WFP 
requires cash pledges but few donors pledge cash (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security 
Update, October 5, 2001, 5). 
 
The role of food aid in ensuring long term food security however remains debatable.  
There are concerns that food aid, while helping some households in the ASALs cope with 
severe food shortages, does not guarantee future food security.  This has led to a cycle where 
many households cannot survive without food aid as indicated in the June 2002 FEWS NET 
report:  
 While there are definite signs of recovery in most of the pastoral areas, it is clear 
that without food aid, a high proportion of households will once again face chronic 
food deficits when the program ends (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update, June 
10, 2002, 6). 
 
 88
6.4.1 The Role of GOK 
In a statement made in December 2005, President Kibaki reiterated the role of the 
government in addressing food insecurity in the ASAL areas: 
 The government will not shirk from its responsibility of looking after its people and 
 will distribute relief food to all areas affected by food shortages in the country
 (President Mwai Kibaki, Dec 27, 2005). 
 
When it comes to emergency food situations, GOK has a dual role; first it has the 
responsibility of distributing food to those areas that are not reached by WFP as well as 
contributing to the WFP EMOP programs.  The NCPB is expected to purchase maize and 
stock in its strategic stores to be used during emergencies.  Apart from being the country’s 
custodian for grain reserves, NCPB also operates as a private commercial enterprise.   
Sometimes though, the Board’s commercial interests were upheld even in times of food crisis 
(as discussed in an earlier subsection).  Furthermore, due to market liberalization, NCPB is 
not always able to compete favorably with private firms when it comes to restocking its 
reserves as indicated in the Dec 2003 FEWS NET report: 
The GOK’s desire to replenish its Strategic Grain reserve from the long rains harvest 
is compromised by its inability to compete with traders and millers who are offering 
more profitable farm gate prices and ready payments, while requiring less stringent 
quality requirements  (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Report, Dec 5, 2003,1). 
 
The implication of this is that sometimes the NCPB is not always well stocked to deal with 
emergencies thus necessitating importation of food during crises.   
Although GOK is supposed to focus more on areas that are not covered by EMOP, 
there were some indications that this was not always the case.  For instance during a visit to 
Wajir and Mandera districts (which were then under EMOP), in December 2005, President 
Kibaki oversaw to the distribution of government relief food in that area.  This may reflect 
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duplication of relief efforts in some areas while some needy areas were left out.   There were 
also some indications in the FEWS reports of spatial biases by the GOK in responding to 
emergencies in different parts of the country.  In 2004, flooding was expected to occur in 
some parts of Coast and Nyanza provinces and GOK was quick to act, preposition supplies 
and used the military to distribute supplies.  There were reports of some prior preparation in 
anticipation of the crisis and overall, the government was on top of everything in terms of 
addressing the crises.  This kind of preparation, details and resource-intensive approach 
seemed to lack in the government when responding to food crisis in most of the ASAL areas.  
Despite early warning reports by FEWS and WFP, response to food crisis in the ASAL areas 
is untimely and insufficient to ameliorate suffering.   
 
6.4.2 Impact of Food Aid and Relief 
Reports of high levels of malnutrition in areas where WFP’s EMOPs are in place are 
numerous in the reports:  The July 2002 FEWS NET report indicated that: 
The rates of child malnutrition continue their downward trend in the pastoral districts 
of Samburu, Marsabit, Garissa, Turkana and Isiolo.  Of serious concern are 
worrisome rates of child malnutrition in localized areas of the pastoral districts of 
Mandera and Turkana Districts, even during on-going general and supplementary 
feeding interventions (FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Update, July, 10, 2002, 5). 
 
Similar observations were reported in a 2005 WFP Emergency report: 
Recent nutritional surveys by UNICEF and Action Against Hunger in four 
northeastern districts of Garissa, Wajir, Tana River and Mandera found extremely 
high rates of Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) (between 18.5 and 29.8 percent) 
amongst children below 5 years. The surveys were carried out in areas of the districts 
considered to be the most food insecure. Thus these results are only representative of 
these areas and not the entire districts. The districts are currently covered by WFP’s 
drought relief emergency operation (WFP Emergency Report No. 48, 2005). 
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Such reports could mean that either the crisis was of a magnitude that EMOP could 
not sufficiently handle or that the targeting of recipients was not well done. They could also 
be indications of entitlement issues at the household level where children do not get enough 
food.  Other negative effects of emergency relief are also cited in some of the policy 
documents like the Draft 2004 National Policy for the sustainable development of Arid and 
Semi arid Lands: 
The negative consequences of emergency relief are everywhere to be seen: local 
producers cannot compete with free food, local service providers go out of business 
and short term thinking removes incentives for dealing with the underlying problems 
(National Policy for the Sustainable development of Arid and Semi arid Lands of 
Kenya 2004 Draft, Section 2.2.2c, 17). 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have identified the key issues highlighted in the documents I 
analyzed that pertain to food security in the ASAL areas.  These issues fall into three broad 
categories namely food production, food access and food aid/ relief.   It is indicated that  food 
production in the country has been affected mainly by the poor weather, increased costs of 
agricultural inputs and land degradation.  Access to food, a critical factor in ASAL food 
security has been affected by ethnic conflicts, poor infrastructure, poor marketing policies, 
poverty and land tenure issues.    Some of the issues influencing food aid distribution and 
effectiveness include bureaucracy by the key players – WFP and GOK.   While the key 
government documents were in consensus over issues such as the nature of the food crisis 
and its causes, some contradictions and inconsistencies exist on critical issues such as the 
causes of land degradation, and liberalization.  Contradictions and inconsistencies inherent in 
key policy documents is a reflection of the discord that exists between the different key 
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policy players and possible power struggles.  A more detailed discussion of these emerging 
issues is presented in chapter 7.  
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CHAPTER 7: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Introduction 
In this chapter, the issues that emerged from the data analysis are discussed within the 
frameworks of political ecology, rural livelihood approach and Sen’s entitlement approach.  
The analysis shows that a complex interplay of political, economic and ecological factors 
determine the livelihood strategies of the different communities in the ASAL areas which 
eventually determine the food entitlement of different regions, households and individuals.  
These issues are discussed under the following broad themes: 
i. The chronic and persistent nature of food insecurity in the ASAL areas 
ii. National maize production and food security in the ASAL areas 
iii. Access and food insecurity 
iv. Food aid and food insecurity in the ASAL areas. 
 
7.1 Food insecurity as a persistent problem 
Persistent food insecurity in Kenya’s ASAL areas is an indication of food entitlement 
failure that is as a result of a complex interaction between political, economic and ecological 
factors.  The documents analyzed cite varied factors as being the cause of the food crisis.  
Some of these issues arise directly from government policies, which are the basis for 
allocating national resources.  Issues such as lack (or breakdown) of infrastructure and land 
tenure policies have a direct impact on access to productive resources and hence on food 
production and access.  Due to undeveloped infrastructure in the ASAL areas, policies that 
are in line with the free market economy militate against food availability in the ASAL areas 
since transporting food to the markets in these areas proves to be very expensive.  
Consequently, the food that finally reaches these markets is too costly for the most of the 
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households who now have to rely on food aid.  Ecological factors such as drought and floods 
not only hinder food and livestock production but also hamper access to food.   
 An interplay of  these political, economic and ecological factors has resulted in the 
marginalization of ASAL communities in Kenya.  Marginalization is a combination of 
ecological, political and economic circumstances that take communities and their 
environments down a path of mutual destruction (Neumann 2005; Robbins 2004; Blaikie & 
Brookefield 1987).   Robbins (2004) further adds that marginal communities tend to increase 
their efforts on the landscape, increasingly pushing the limits of its capacity and achieving 
lower and lower yields.  This eventually leads to a degraded landscape that yields less, and to 
more impoverished communities – a cycle of social and environmental degradation.   This 
degradation of the landscape and the community appears to have reached alarming levels in 
some of the ASAL areas.  The occurrence of numerous consecutive droughts coupled with ill 
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Marginalization affects food entitlement and livelihoods both directly and indirectly.  
Direct impact occurs when regions, households or individuals are unable to access food as an 
immediate result of policies such as the marketing policies, which favor some areas over 
others.  Indirect effects of marginalization on food entitlement occur when the viability of 
livelihoods is threatened due to inappropriate policies and/or ecological stress (Fig. 7.1). 
Marginalization does not occur in a homogenous manner.  Different regions 
experience different levels of stress and vulnerability at different times.  The documents 
analyzed contain evidence of spatial and temporal variations in the levels of food insecurity 
across regions and across the different communities and livelihoods types (detailed maps of 
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the vulnerability levels at different times are available on the FEWS NET website: 
http:www.fews.net/).  The implication of this phenomenon is that government policies need 
to take into account these spatial and temporal variations and the different livelihood types in 
these areas.   Most of the proposed solutions to the food insecurity problem in the ASAL 
areas tended to treat ASAL areas in a homogenous manner despite these obvious variations.    
 
7.2 Increased food production and food security in the ASAL areas.   
The policy documents cite declining food production as the main reason for food 
insecurity in the country, and subsequently, this forms the basis for some of the prescribed 
solutions.  On the contrary, the available statistics show a steady increase in maize (the staple 
food) production from 26 million bags in 2002 to 36.1 million bags in 2006.  This increase in 
maize production, however, was not reflected in the food security situation in the ASAL 
areas.  In fact, food insecurity seemed to escalate in some areas during this period, 
culminating in a major crisis in 2005, which was not just confined in the ASAL areas.  Such 
anomalies imply that the main cause of food insecurity in parts of the country is not lack of 
food.  This situation conforms to Sen’s (1981) description of entitlement failure.  According 
to Sen, people do not necessarily starve due to an insufficient supply of food (food 
availability decline) but rather they starve due to an insufficient command over or access to 
food (food entitlement decline).   Entitlement decline in the ASAL areas occurs due to a 
number of factors (as shown in figure 7.1).   
Furthermore increased food production, as a key factor in food security has to be 
complemented with other policies that would guarantee that the food reaches the vulnerable 
groups.  Marketing policies that are driven by liberalization, poor infrastructure and poverty 
are some of the issues that prevent access to the available food at the regional, household and 
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individual level.  This supports Smith et al’s (2000) results of the analysis of the geography 
and causes of food insecurity, which showed there to be no correlation between national food 
availabilities and food insecurity. 
Some of the reasons that are cited by the documents as causing a decline in food 
production are debatable.  Adverse weather seems to be a convenient and pliable reason for 
declining food production.  The fact that the horticulture sub sector does well even in years 
when the weather is blamed for declining food production maybe an indication of disparities 
in policies which are favorable for the horticultural sector and not for the maize sector.  If 
resources that are normally used for food production are channeled to production for export, 
then the quantity of food produced declines also.  Sen (1981) pointed out that growing of 
cash crops, while adding to the country’s overall earning power leads to a decline of 
exchange entitlement of particular sections of the population.  In Kenya, marginal areas such 
as ASAL regions are among those that suffer severe food shortages as a result of decline in 
the national food production. 
The contradiction that exists in the documents on the impact of the El Nino Southern 
Oscillation on food production in the country may indeed be an indication that proper 
planning can minimize the impacts of such predictable weather events.  A report by Karanja 
and Mutua (2000) on the impact of the 1997-1998 El Nino indicated that in fact, the Kenya 
Meteorological Department (KMD) issued a forecast three months before the actual event but 
the warning was not taken seriously and hence no planning was done to safeguard against the 
negative impacts of the El Nino.  The same report also indicates that the El Nino effects on 
Kenya’s rain seasons are more pronounced during the short rains period of October to 
December and less on the long rains season of March to May.   In terms of regional impact, 
the eastern areas of Kenya are affected more than the western parts due to the warming of the 
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Indian Ocean.   The implication of this impact therefore is that with careful prior planning, 
measures can be put in place to avert the food crises associated with El Nino since the 
country’s grain basket is located on the Western side of the country.  Such measures would 
include purchasing and storing grains in strategic locations across the country, which would 
then be distributed during times of shortages. This is especially critical, considering that such 
extreme weather events might become more frequent in sub Saharan Africa with global 
climate change. 
Intensive use of commercial agricultural inputs so as to improve food production is a 
contentious proposal if measures are not put in place to make these inputs affordable to small 
scale farmers.  The fact that the cost of these inputs is on an upward trend is in itself a 
drawback as it puts them out of reach.  Even if loans are availed for these farmers to purchase 
these inputs, they may not make sufficient produce to pay back the loans and make some 
profits.  Since the government is not able to regulate the prices of inputs due the 
liberalization of the market, there is need to come up with measures to circumvent this 
problem and make inputs affordable to Kenyan farmers.  As it is now, farmers are forced to 
raise the price of maize in order to break even and this consequently puts the maize out of 
reach for ordinary Kenyans especially those in the ASAL areas who rely on the markets for 
their cereal needs. 
One of the reasons given for declining food production is the degradation of land.  
However, different key documents, notably the National Food and Nutrition Policy (NFNP), 
the Economic Recovery Strategy (ERS) and the National Policy on Sustainable development 
of ASALs tend to disagree on the causes of this degradation, which is rampant in the 
marginal areas.   While the NFNP and the ERS seem to be informed by dominant narratives 
that blame the different communities for the land degradation being witnessed, the policy on 
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sustainable development of ASALs echoes political ecology and critiques this kind of 
thinking.  Political ecologists assert that socioeconomic and institutional changes make poor 
people more vulnerable to scarcity, while political economic change make ecological systems 
more vulnerable to degradation (Robbins 2004).  They further argue that subsistence 
communities are not a threat to ecosystem sustainability until larger developments and 
socioeconomic changes alter key elements in their use of the landscape.   
These three policy documents in question were produced by different ministries, 
reflecting different sectors in the government (see chapter 4 for a list of their sources).  While 
there is no doubt that land degradation is occurring in Kenya, it is extremely disturbing to 
realize that different actors within the government cannot agree on the cause(s) of this 
degradation.  This lack of harmony is itself a major setback because it not only reflects a 
fragmented government but also fails to offer a united viewpoint or basis for designing 
policies or initiatives to address the problem at hand.   This could be the single most 
important shortcoming of policy initiatives designed to address food insecurity in Kenya.  
Different policies seem to be informed by different discourses and narratives some of which 
can be traced back to the colonial regime briefly discussed in Chapter 5 of this thesis.   
Without forging a unified perspective on this critical issue, it is impossible for the 
government to be able to address the issues that drive ASAL communities into adopting 
unsustainable livelihood strategies.  Ellis (2000) points out that “by focusing attention at the 
micro level, on the behavior of the rural poor in pursuit of their livelihoods, the interpretation 
fails to capture the large scale disturbances that set off new patterns of behavior at local 
levels” (pg 119).  Similarly, Escobar (1996) argued that the degrading activities of the rural 
poor are often rooted in development processes that displace the indigenous communities, 
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disrupt their habitats and occupations and force many rural societies to increase their pressure 
on the environment.   
 
7.3 Access to food and food insecurity in the ASAL areas. 
The inability to access the food that is produced in the country is the biggest 
challenge to food security in the ASAL areas of Kenya.  This situation seems to be enhanced 
by political, economic and social factors.  One major factor that seems to be at play in this 
equation is the liberalization of maize marketing.  Liberalization of Kenyan markets has 
resulted in huge discrepancies in the prices of maize across the country with the highest 
prices being recorded in the ASAL areas.  This results in what Sen (1981) refers to as trade 
or exchange entitlement failure.  This situation is compounded by recurrent drought, which 
causes increased loss of livestock, poverty and destitution.  With no assets, or bundles of 
endowment, most households in the ASAL experience a collapse of livelihoods and 
subsequent breakdown in entitlements.  
The apparent contradiction between key policy documents on the perception of 
market liberalization and its effect on food security suggests a lack of stand by the 
government on this critical issue.  It could imply that there is fragmentation within the 
government with minimal coordination between different ministries or sectors.    This lack of 
a united perspective on this matter is extremely critical in explaining the lack of a coherent 
policy on the same.  Liberalization of the maize marketing was implemented rather 
reluctantly in the early 1990s as a one of the conditions stipulated by the IMF/World Bank.  
This dual contradictory stand by the government on this matter therefore could be an attempt 
to continue to appease the IMF/World Bank while at the same time appearing to empathize 
with the plight of most poor Kenyans who have been adversely affected by this trend.  Young 
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(2004) argued that agricultural liberalization often results in cheap imports that decimate 
domestic producers and their entitlements.  Liberalization has further reduced the ability of 
the state to implement necessary intervention strategies that would ensure food entitlements 
of the poor populations. 
The fact that poverty levels in the ASAL areas are as high as 65% calls for a 
comprehensive policy that would ensure that the cost of maize is lowered to affordable levels 
in these areas.  Having lost their key assets – livestock- to drought and in an environment 
lacking basic infrastructure, these communities lack the different forms of capital – financial, 
natural and physical – that would help them diversify their livelihoods.  In such a situation, 
the market forces that dictate the prices of basic commodities work against the interests of 
these communities.  The price of maize in these areas is the highest in the country for most of 
the year and yet they have some of the poorest households in the country.  Furthermore, the 
price of livestock, only asset for most of these households is often too low.   
The absence of appropriate infrastructure in the form of roads and other 
communication networks make it impossible to have a level playing field for the market 
forces to operate without bias.  This situation concurs with Messer’s (1988) finding that 
pointed out that the failure of market mechanism to supply isolated areas with food coupled 
with the people's lack of purchasing power have been major problems in contemporary 
famine situations.  Ellis (2000) argued that rural livelihood diversification relies on policy to 
enhance the capability of individuals to diversify.  The ability to diversify enhances the 
resilience of hazard prone livelihoods by spreading risk and increasing the options for 
substitution between livelihood components. 
The issue of land tenure and its impact on the livelihoods of ASAL communities 
plays a pivotal role on the sustainability of their livelihoods and food security.   Pastoral and 
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agro pastoral livelihoods are sustainable on extensive use of land and the numerous ways in 
which ASAL communities are losing access to land are highlighted in the policy documents.  
From the livelihood perspective, land is natural capital whose access is important for rural 
livelihoods.  Land as an asset is also an entitlement that can be exchanged for food hence its 
importance in food security.  The inability of ASAL communities to access the land 
necessary to sustain their livelihood is due to unfavorable policies some of which can be 
traced to the colonial era discussed in Chapter 5.  Political ecologists are also concerned with 
the ways in which the structure of property rights at various scales influences access to 
resources and land (Neumann 2005).  This is especially critical when analyzing how property 
rights are defined, negotiated and struggled over among different social groups and how this 
helps to explain patterns of development and environmental conservation and degradation 
(ibid).   
In the Kenyan context, ASAL communities lose access to land when communal lands 
are subdivided into private ranches and to encroaching agricultural communities.  Policies 
that favor privatization of communal land are driven by the development discourse which is 
rooted in Hardin’s tragedy of the commons thesis and which privatization as a condition for 
effective resource management.  Some of ways that these communities lost access to land in 
the past are discussed in Chapter 5.  
 
7.4 Food Aid and Food Security in the ASAL areas 
The data obtained from the WFP and FEWS reports indicates that WFP is normally at 
the forefront of distributing food aid to the worst affected communities in the ASAL areas.   
The reports suggest that WFP has the administrative capacity to effectively handle the 
emergencies better than GOK and hence GOK’s position is relegated to being just one of the 
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donors to the WFP programs.   This arrangement could be a contributing factor to the lack of 
commitment on the part of the Kenyan government in designing appropriate policies for 
addressing perennial food shortages in the ASAL areas.   The government may be reneging 
on its obligation to ensure food security for all its citizens with the knowledge that WFP is at 
hand to coordinate food relief efforts whenever the need arises.   
The presence of WFP in Kenya and its subsequent takeover whenever food crises 
escalate may itself be a hindrance to the designing of policies that would effectively address 
food insecurity in these areas.  Whether GOK actually lacks the capacity to deal with these 
food crises is questionable. This issue requires further investigation that would involve 
assessing the capabilities of the different government ministries represented in the area and 
whether these can be improved or harnessed to handle food aid.  It also reinforces the widely 
held notion that government officials engage in corruption deals and cannot be trusted with 
such an exercise. 
The fact that most of the international food aid is channeled through WFP reinforces a 
discourse that questions ability of the local government to effectively use the funds received 
for the right course.  While this kind of thinking may originate in the West, it is perpetuated 
by state policies that effectively marginalize some communities and favor others.  The fact 
that instances are cited in the reports of GOK harnessing resources to assist the victims of 
disasters in some parts of the country and not others is an example of how this discourse is 
perpetuated.  Marginalization of certain communities in the ASAL areas, a trend that begun 
during the colonial era, is still a reality in post independent Kenya, almost 50 years after the 
colonial masters left the scene. 
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The high levels of malnutrition reported in areas where WFP programs are ongoing 
questions the effectiveness of the programs in targeting the most vulnerable individuals or 
households within the population.    There is need for a comprehensive study to evaluate the 
targeting and subsequent impact of food relief and aid programs in order to improve their 
effectiveness.  Food aid is critical for meeting the immediate food needs of people whose 
livelihoods have collapsed.  However, if the targeting is not well done then it loses its 
meaning.  There is also the danger that communities who get accustomed to receiving food 
aid may have little incentive to explore alternative coping strategies, compromising their 
future entitlements.    Hendrickson et al (1998), argued that feeding programs among 
pastoralist communities have promoted the creation of dependence on outsiders as well as 
further weakening indigenous strategies for self reliance. 
 
Conclusions 
The results of this analysis underscore key factors that may be contributing to the 
failure of government policy to effectively address food insecurity in the ASAL areas: 
 
i. Food insecurity in ASAL areas poses a unique challenge to policy makers.  The 
dynamics that define this phenomenon vary in intensity from place to place and 
from time to time, and yet this is not fully acknowledged in most of the policies.  
Hence the spatio-temporal nature of food insecurity in the ASAL areas has not 
been incorporated in the policies.  This has led to policies that are ill informed and 
which have failed to propose suitable solutions.   The interaction between politics, 
economics and ecology and its attendant effect on livelihoods and food security 
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has not been put into consideration, leading to overarching policies that are 
detrimental to the ASAL areas. 
ii. It is also clear that access to food is the most critical aspect of food security in the 
ASAL areas.  Increasing national food production without improving means of 
access to the food in the ASAL does not improve food security in the region.  
Sufficient emphasis needs to be put in improving conditions that ensure that the 
food is accessible to regions, households and individuals.  This finding supports 
Sen’s entitlement thesis which underscores access as the key to food security 
iii. There is a clear lack of harmony between key policy documents (departments) on 
critical issues pertaining to underlying causes of food insecurity.  These issues 
include market liberalization, land degradation and the role of weather in food 
production.  Different departments adopt approaches that are informed by 
different discourses, leading to a lack of consensus across policy documents.  This 
lack of harmony is evident in conflicting perceptions, inconsistencies and 
contradictions, a problem that could easily lead to policy failure.  The implication 
of such conflicts is that policies fail to address the real causes of food insecurity.  
Such conflicts are a manifestation of underlying power struggles between 
competing structures or institutions.  According to Robbins (2004) power 
relations in political ecology determine the outcome of social and environmental 
systems. 
iv. It appears that some policies such as liberalization of agriculture were adopted 
and implemented without much consideration being put into the possible side 
effects that they would have on some of the marginal areas like the ASALs.  Such 
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tendencies are reminiscent of the way in which ASAL areas lack representation in 
policy circles (discussed in Chapter 3) and are part of the marginalization process. 
v. There are unresolved issues on the manner in which food aid is handled.  The 
bureaucracies involved together with the roles assumed by the two key players – 
GoK and WFP- appear to complicate the food crises further possibly hindering 
efforts to ensure future food security in the region.     Again, power relations 
between the two institutions are possibly at the center of this critical relationship 





CHAPTER 8: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
This study set out to assess the nature of food crisis in Kenya’s ASAL areas and 
critically examine government policies for addressing the problem.  The study adopted Frank 
Ellis’ rural livelihood approach and Amartya Sen’s entitlement thesis within a broader 
political ecology framework to assess how effective and appropriate government policies on 
the issue are. A brief historical overview situated the problem temporally by identifying 
previous governments’ policies towards the same.  Textual analysis was conducted on 
selected government policy documents and other reports to reveal the perceptions on the 
underlying causes of food insecurity and proposed solutions.  
The results of this analysis showed that ASAL areas pose a unique challenge to the 
government when it comes to designing and implementing policies that would effectively 
address food insecurity.  The current crisis is a result of the marginalization process that 
started during the colonial era and which has been perpetuated in different forms by 
subsequent governments.  Years of neglect coupled with ill-suited policies have contributed 
to the disintegration of livelihoods leading to vulnerability to food insecurity. Although 
increasing food production is one of the basic requirements for food security, it does not 
resolve the food crisis in the ASAL areas.  Inability to access productive resources such as 
land, which has been perpetuated by unfavorable policies, is the major cause of livelihood 
disintegration in the ASAL areas.  The current bureaucratic arrangement in food aid 
administration, which relegates GOK to a complementary role, fails to provide an impetus 
for pursuing long lasting solutions to the crisis. 
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8.1 Policy Recommendations 
The following policy recommendations were made based on the findings of this study:  
i. There is need to design more place specific micro policies that would address the 
needs of a given region or community.   This would be in response to the 
enormous variations in the dynamics that shape the food situation across the 
ASAL areas, which render overarching broad policies ineffective.  General 
policies for addressing food insecurity in the country are not necessarily 
appropriate for this area. 
ii. There is need to streamline all policies on food security to reflect a more unified 
approach to addressing the problem.  This needs to be done to reflect the multi-
dimensional nature of food security and also to resolve conflicts and 
inconsistencies that appear in current policies and which are a hindrance to 
aggressive pursuit of food security 
iii. Policies that continue to marginalize ASAL communities need to be discarded 
and instead, replaced with policies that would foster livelihood diversification and 
sustainability.  Access to productive resources such as land needs to be 
emphasized in the policies as a strategy for attaining food security.  Policies that 
would improve access to food need to be pursued aggressively. 
iv. There is need for the government to assume a more significant role in the 
administration of intervention strategies such as the distribution of food aid.  Such 
a move would provide an impetus for seeking more appropriate policies for 
addressing the crises.  Such a move should be accompanied by transparency and 
accountability from those in administrative positions in order to win the trust of 
international food aid donors. 
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8.2 Contributions and Limitations of the Study 
This study contributes to the budding area of food security and food policy studies.  
Food policy remains a critical subject especially for developing countries where governments 
are seeking to adopt policies that would propel them to attain the UN’s first MDG – 
eradication of extreme poverty and hunger.  The need for appropriate food policies is 
becoming even more critical with global trends of globalization and climate change posing 
new challenges for the developing countries especially in Sub Saharan Africa. In the wake of 
the negative effects that some of these trends may have on marginalized communities, the 
state needs to redefine its role so as to fulfill its obligation.    
This study also contributes to the political ecology sub field.  The political ecology of 
food entitlements is yet another demonstration of the versatility of the framework and its 
relevance in interrogating human-environment relations and outcomes.   By stressing access 
to productive resources, this study reinforces both Ellis’s livelihood approach and Sen’s 
entitlement thesis. 
The main limitation of this study, however, was the inability to conduct fieldwork due 
resource constraints.  Furthermore, only a limited number of documents could be analyzed 
since many government reports are classified and only a few are availed to the public.  There 
is therefore need for more research work to be done to expound on the findings of this study 
and address some of the issues raised. 
 
8.3 Suggestions for Further Work 
  More research needs to be carried out to shed more light on the question of food 
security in Kenya’s marginal areas.  There is need for a more intensive cross sectional 
fieldwork based research, which would clarify some of the issues highlighted in this research. 
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Such a research should include the different agroecological zones within the ASALs and the 
communities that live in these areas.  Fieldwork involving interviews, aerial photographs, 
land use practices and changes and livelihood systems and coping strategies would yield 
more information on the nature of food insecurity in the ASAL areas, which can be useful in 
policy making.  The questionable role of food aid and relief programs in alleviating food 
insecurity in the marginal areas also calls for further investigation.  There is need to examine 
how food aid and relief is distributed and the selection criterion used for the target regions 
and households.   
The effects of market liberalization and globalization on food security in developing 
countries continue to raise debate in various quarters. The fact that this issue remains 
contested even in the Kenyan government policy documents calls for more research which 
would provide a clearer picture on the state of affairs in different regions of the country.  
Such an investigation would shed light on how different communities in Kenya are 
responding/reacting to the effects of these global processes.  As noted in chapter 1 of this 
thesis, globalization and global climate change are some of the emerging challenges that 
governments in developing countries are faced with in their efforts to ensure food security.   
Well-conducted research on these two issues would go a long way in helping the Kenyan 
government formulate and implement appropriate policies to address these challenges.  This 
would be a step in the right direction in the bid to meet the MDG and WFS goals of reducing 
the proportion/number of the hungry by half by the year 2015. 
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